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Introduction
"What utter slaughter in the imperial city would I relate, virgins having been prostituted, boys made to submit as
women, nuns raped, and all sort of monks and women treated wickedly? …Those who were present say that the foul
leader of the Turks, or to speak more aptly, the most repulsive beast, raped on the high altar of Hagia Sophia, before
everyone's eyes, the most noble, royal maiden, and her young brother, and then ordered them killed."
Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, 1453.1

In an outpouring of lament by European writers Mehmed II (1432-1481), the formidable
king of the Ottomans who had brought down the Byzantine empire, was accused of being a vile
and despicable violator of God's Law. Fierce emotions of outrage, fear, and humiliation found an
outlet in debasing literary descriptions and visualizations of the sultan's physique. European
authors and artists proffered an array of representations that circulated at European courts and
were disseminated among the general public. The shear number of extant images of Mehmed
attests to the European public's fascination with this perceived enemy from the East.
This thesis will discuss four portrait prints published in Western Europe in the years
immediately preceding and at the time of the sultan's death in 1481. The earliest of these
portrayals is the famous single sheet engraving inscribed "El Gran Turco" (figure 1a and 1b), ca.
1470. A 1475 woodcut by the hand of German printmaker Albrecht Kunne is the second image
under consideration (figure 2). The third representation concerns the Augsburg print titled "Der
Türgisch Kayser" (figure 3), datable to the 1480s, whereas the latest in date is an illustration that
appeared in the 1493 publication of Hartmann Schedel's Nuremberg Chronicle (figure 4).

1

Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini in a letter to Leonardo Benvoglienti, in: Agostino Pertusi, Caduta di Constantinopoli,
2:62, 64. "Quid caedes in regia urbe factas referam, prostitutas virgines, ephebos muliebria passos, violatas
sanctimoniales, omne monarchorum feminarumque genus turpiter habitum?...Aiunt, qui praesentes fuere,
spurcissisum illum Turchorum ducem, sive ut appius loquar, teterrimam bestiam apud summam aram sanctae
Sophia propalam videntibus omnibus nobilissimam virginem ac fratrem eius adolescentem regalis sanguinis
construprasse ac deinde necari iussisse." Quoted in Nancy Bisaha, Creating East and West. Renaissance Humanists
and the Ottoman Turks (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 63.
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As a result of the ongoing battles between the Ottomans and the Europeans from the
1450s through the early 1480s, and the simultaneous popularization of the printing press, portrait
prints of Mehmed II were widely disseminated. The four prints under study have been identified
as likenesses of the sultan by textual inscriptions and/or accompanying letters. The images share,
to varying degrees, facial features or sartorial identifiers, most notably a distinctive, fanciful hat.
The similarities and differences between these images raise the question as to what informed the
sultan's representation. In the scholarship Pisanello's (c.1395- c.1455) celebrated portrait medal
of the penultimate Byzantine emperor, John VIII Palaeologus (1392-1448), has been identified as
the preeminent model for effigies of the sultan (figure 5).
This thesis aims to come to a better understanding of the cultural and pictorial traditions
underlying the European portrait prints of Mehmed II. The images will be placed within the
contemporary discourse, both textual and visual, concerning the threat of the Ottoman Turks to
Church and society. The artistic tradition from which the images emerged will be traced back to
common motifs in early Christian art, most notably a set of established types of evil as
represented in the mockers and tormentors of Christ and the holy martyrs. Ending with a formal
and iconographical analysis, this thesis seeks to define the aspects of the socio-cultural
environment and the artistic conventions that informed the portraits under consideration, as well
as the meaning the images intended to convey to their respective audiences.
Modern scholarship, when available, will be one of the foundations of the extensive
analyses of the images under consideration. Both the beautifully engraved El Gran Turco and its
accepted prototype, the portrait medal of John VIII, have received much scholarly attention since
the early twentieth century. This thesis aims to examine and evaluate the state of the scholarship
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on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to venture a first step towards new academic analyses
regarding the largely overlooked woodcuts under consideration.
A brief overview of the historical context precedes an introduction of the four prints
under study.

The Ottomans and Europeans during the reign of Mehmed II
From the twelfth century onward frequent contact between the Islamic world and
Christian Europe occurred in the form of diplomatic and commercial relations. The Ottomans
established control over Anatolia at the end of the thirteenth century, and in the following one
hundred and fifty years their power spread to the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean. When
Mehmed II started his reign in 1451, the Ottoman dominion stretched from the shores of the
Black Sea well into south-eastern Europe. Just two years after his ascendancy Mehmed
succeeded in conquering Constantinople, the coveted seat of the Byzantine empire that had
eluded his predecessors. Without much delay, the Conqueror pushed his forces further west and
east, expanding his state into a vast empire. His military campaigns in Europe afforded him a
string of successes. In the 1450s he seized Athens and the Morea. A series of battles with the
Albanians was concluded in favor of the Ottomans with the death of the Albanian leader
Scanderbeg in 1468. Two years later Venice suffered a considerable defeat with the loss of
Negroponte. In the years following Mehmed battled king Matthias Corvinus in Transylvania and
Hungary. In 1480, at the end of three decades of warfare, Mehmed's troops failed to secure
Rhodes, but gained a foothold in Italy with the year-long siege of Otranto. During the quarter
century of Mehmed's reign, Europe's sense of invincibility and unassailability crumbled under
the relentless campaigns of the Ottomans. Yet, incessant warfare did not prevent fruitful
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diplomatic and commercial relations during most of the period. Trade between Constantinople
and the Italian city-states remained active despite the military conflict. As early as 1454 The
Porte and Venice concluded a peace treaty granting the Venetians a privileged trading position.
During repeated peace negotiations with several European states diplomatic missions traveled
back and forth. It is under these rapidly changing political circumstances that the European
portrait prints of Mehmed were created.2

The Portrait Prints
The earliest representation of Mehmed in the group of four prints under examination is
the engraving titled El Gran Turco (figure 1a and 1b). Attributed to the Master of the Vienna
Passion and datable to circa 1470, this famous Florentine print has received the greatest scholarly
attention in part because of its technical proficiency.3 It is indeed a very fine and high-quality
work of art. Two extant impressions are known, a black-and-white version in Berlin and an
engraving with watercolor in Istanbul. Although only two sheets have survived, the engraving

2

Franz Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror and his Time (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978).
The most relevant scholarship on El Gran Turco: F. Lippmann, "Unbeschriebene Blätter des XV. bis XVII.
Jahrhunderts im Kupferstichkabinett 2. Männliches Bildniss: 'El Gran Turco,'" Jahrbuch der Königlich Preussischen
Kunstsammlungen 2 (1881): 215-219; Arthur Mayger Hind, Early Italian Engraving, a Critical Catalogue with
Complete Reproduction of all the Prints Described (Nendeln, Liechtenstein: Kraus Reprint, 1978), I: 195, III:
pl.268; Roberto Weiss, Pisanello's Medallion of the Emperor John VIII Palaeologus (London: The Trustees of the
British Museum, 1966), 27; Jürg Meyer zur Capellen, "Das Bild Sultan Mehmets des Eroberers," Pantheon 41, 3
(1983): 209; Gereon Sievernich and Hendrik Budde, Europa und der Orient, 800-1900
: Bertelsmann
Lexikon Verlag, 1989), cat.5/16; Mark Zucker, The Illustrated Bartsch: 24 Commentary, Part 1: (Le PeintreGraveur 13 [Part 1]). Early Italian Masters (New York: Abaris Books, 1993), 68-70; David Landau and Peter
Parshall, The Renaissance Print 1470-1550 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 94; Staatliche
Kunstsammlungen Dresden, and Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Im Lichte des
rkische Orient (Dresden: Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, 1995), cat.2;
Julian Raby, "Opening Gambits," in The Sultan's Portrait. Picturing the House of Osman (I anbu : Işbank, 2000):
64-65; Susan Elizabeth Spinale, "The Portrait Medals of Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1451-81)," (PhD diss.,
Harvard University, 2003); Alan Chong, "Gentile Bellini in Istanbul: Myths and Misunderstandings," in Bellini and
the East (London: National Gallery Company, 2005): cat. 14. Alisson Wright, The Pollaiuolo Brothers: The Arts of
Florence and Rome (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2005).
3
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must have had wide currency as can be deduced from a maiolica storage jar with a replication of
El Gran Turco (figure 6).4
The second image is a woodcut dating from 1475, crafted by the Austrian printer
Albrecht Kunne (figure 2). Produced to accompany a spurious letter purported to be from
Mehmed's hand but in reality composed by Italian humanist Laudivio Zacchia, the image
provides a very different portrayal of Mehmed from that seen in El Gran Turco. Both letter and
portrait were republished many times and reached a large audience in various countries. 5 The
woodcut is rather crude, matching the depicted coarse facial features. While this portrait is the
only one of the four that lacks an inscription identifying the sultan as the subject, the sitter's
identity is not in doubt because of the accompanying letter. The only extant copy is in Munich.
In a very different woodcut from the 1480s, a prototypical European state portrait is
transformed into a likeness of the Ottoman leader through the inscription, the hat, and the facial
appearance (figure 3). The title identifies the sultan as "Der Türgisch Kayser". Produced in
Augsburg, Germany, the single sheet is now in the British Museum in London. Scholarship has
not been able to reveal the circumstances of production or reception.
The final portrait under consideration was published in the well-known fifteenth-century
study of the history of the world, the Liber Chronicarum, commonly known as the Nuremberg
Chronicle, by German historian Hartmann Schedel (figure 4). Initially printed in Latin in 1493,
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In the period from c.1480 to c.1540 figures and scenes from prints were frequently copied by Italian maiolica
painters, developing into the figurative istoriato style. The jar with El Gran Turco, dated to the 1470s, is one of the
earliest examples of such decorative vessels. In the six following decades compositions by Raphael, engraved by
Marcantonio Raimondi, featured as the most popular designs for jars, plates, and dishes, hence the term 'Raphael
ware.' Patricia Collins, "Prints and the Development of Istoriato Painting on Italian Renaissance Pottery," Print
Quarterly, 4, 3 (1987): 223-235.
5
Margaret Meserve, Empires of Islam in Renaissance Historical Thought (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2008), 228. Laudivio Zacchia's Epistolae Magni Turci became an early bestseller of European publishing. The
collection of letters opens with a letter from Mehmed to Uzun Hasan, sultan of the Ak Koyunlu dynasty, or White
Sheep Turkmen of Central Asia. Uzun Hasan, or Zancassanus as he was called in Zacchia's letters, was portrayed by
the Europeans as a friend and ally against the Ottomans.

7

the book was republished in many editions and in several languages. In this instance,
identification rests crucially on the inscription, Mahumeth turchorum imperator, describing the
figure as the Ottoman emperor. Equipped with the conventional western attributes of royalty, the
orb and the scepter, this generic figure shares the characteristic hat with the former three prints.
The four portrait prints under study can be considered a corpus, partly because of their
relative closeness in time and location of production. Dating all from the last three decades of the
fifteenth century, their centers of production were located along an 850 kilometer long NorthSouth axis. The most northern print, from Schedel's Chronicle, was conceived in the town of
Nuremberg, in Southern Germany. Located some 150 kilometers to the South is Augsburg, a
major printing center in the early days, where Der Türgisch Kayser was produced. It was in the
city of Trent (present-day Trento), another 400 kilometers to the south, that Albrecht Kunne
printed his image of Mehmed II. El Gran Turco, of the four prints the first one produced,
originated in Florence, some 300 kilometers south of Trent. Despite the obvious geographic and
formal differences between the portraits, twentieth-century scholarship has established the
foursome as a corpus of works.6 They share certain physical and sartorial details, markedly the
extraordinary hat. Because of scholarly precedent and formal correlations this thesis will
consider the four portrait prints as a group, one that is the subject of this study.
Despite their notable differences, it is evident that these four graphic representations of
Mehmed II adhere to a standardized type. This raises the question whether the prints under study
should be identified as "portraits" or as representations that convey something other than the
likeness of a particular person. This issue will be addressed in relation to Mehmed II's public
6

In his 1938 Introduction to a History of Woodcut Hind catalogs a description of El Gran Turco. In it he mentions
the Kunne, the Augsburg, and the Schedel portrait as comparisons. In 1966 Roberto Weiss compares the Florentine
effigy of Mehmed II with the one in the Nuremberg Chronicle by Hartmann Schedel. In Meyer zur Capellen's 1983
article the four graphic representations of Mehmed II are presented as a corpus of early portrait prints of the sultan.
Hind, Early Italian Engraving, 195. Weiss, 28. Meyer zur Capellen, "Das Bild Sultan Mehmets," 208.
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image as established in Europe during his life time. The principles of portrait, likeness, and
identity will be discussed at the start of chapter one in order to understand what these images
meant to contemporary viewers.

The Relevant Scholarship
From the late nineteenth century onward the Florentine engraving El Gran Turco has
received scholarly attention in catalogs of early Italian prints. In 1881 Friedrich Lippmann,
author of a wide range of studies of early Italianate and German graphic representations,
published the print in a catalog of the Kupferstichkabinett in Berlin.7 In his comprehensive
analysis of the engraving he introduces some of the relevant contemporary portraits that are still
discussed in relation to El Gran Turco. Comparing the Florentine engraving to three well-known
life portraits of Mehmed II from the hands of Italian artists Gentile Bellini and Constanzo (figure
7a, 7b, and 8) Lippmann concludes that it concerns a fantasy representation that has its roots
firmly in Pisanello's portrait medal of emperor John VIII Palaeologus. The effigy is inscribed
with the sitter's name in Greek. Lippman assumes that the inability of the El Gran Turco's artist
to read Greek caused him to mistakenly identify the likeness as Mehmed II. However, recent
scholarship has argued convincingly that the rather ironic appropriation of the Greek emperor's
facial features for his Turkish nemesis was entirely deliberate.8 Lippmann also introduces two
woodcut representations of Mehmed II in relation to the engraving, the Augsburg print titled Der
Türgish Kayser, and the portrait from the Nuremberg Chronicle. He argues that both were

7

Lippmann, 215-219.
Jürg Meyer zur Capellen argues that it is a deliberate appropriation, stating "daß man es nicht mit Irrtümern eines
ungebildeten Stechers zu tun hat". Meyer zur Capellen, "Das Bild Sultan Mehmets," 209. All later authors have
accepted and followed this argument.
8
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informed by the same mistaken identity, identifying the Byzantine emperor as the Ottoman
sultan.
In his 1938 catalog Early Italian Engravings Arthur M. Hind wholly endorses
Lippmann's observations concerning El Gran Turco, adding the woodcut portrait of Mehmed II
from Albrecht Kunne to the pictorial environment.9 He attributes the engraving to the circle of
Antonio Pollaiuolo, relating it in style to the Vienna Passion, and dating it to circa 1460.10 Hind's
analysis of El Gran Turco, which among other things has advanced the portrait prints under
consideration as a foursome, has to date been cited by art historians as the authoritative source
for the portrait prints of Mehmed II.
In the 1970s and 80s portraits of Mehmed II received renewed attention in the context of
the sultan's unprecedented knowledge of and interest in western history, philosophy, and the arts.
His partiality to western portraiture resulted in patronage of European artists, among which
Gentile Bellini and Constanzo are the most well-known. In 1973 Esin Atil discussed the impact
of European artists at the court atelier in "Miniature Painting under Sultan Mehmed II."11 A
decade later Julian Raby published his groundbreaking article "A Sultan of Paradox: Mehmed
the Conqueror as a Patron of the Arts."12 These two studies formed the start of art historians'
lasting fascination with the eclectic portfolio of portraits, both eastern and western, of the
Ottoman sultan.
Next, German art historian Jürg Meyer zur Capellen carried out an extensive study of the
complete group of extant European portraits of Mehmed II from the fifteenth and sixteenth
9

Hind, Early Italian Engraving, 1: 195.
For the engravings of the Vienna Passion see Hind, Early Italian Engraving, 2: pl. A.I.25-34. The Vienna Passion
is a series of 10 engraved scenes of Christ's Passions all in the Albertina in Vienna. The author is titled Master of the
Vienna Passion.
11
Esin Atil, "Ottoman Miniature Painting Under Sultan Mehmed II," Ars Orientalis 9 (1973): 103-120.
12
Julian Raby, "A Sultan of Paradox: Mehmed the Conqueror as a Patron of the Arts," Oxford Art Journal 5, 1
(1982): 3-8.
10
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centuries. Published in 1983, his article "Das Bild Mehmets des Eroberers" focuses on the issue
of realistic versus invented likenesses.13 Discussing the four prints under consideration he
confirms what his predecessor Friedrich Lippman had concluded a century earlier, namely that
these portraits are the products of the artists' fantasy informed by the fascination and fear that
was called forth by the sultan's mythical status. This thesis will build on Meyer zur Capellen's
assertion, questioning whether the artists lacked accurate models of Mehmed II's physique or had
artistic reasons to create fantasy portraits.
The article follows the portraits of Mehmed II well into the sixteenth century, when the
vogue for illustrated biographies and portrait books of the illustrious prompted a range of painted
and engraved representations, among which Paolo Giovio's oil and the Veronese portrait of
Mehmed II are the most celebrated (figure 9, 10a and 10b). 14 In the following decades Meyer zur
Capellen would continue to publish extensively on the portraits of the Ottoman dynasty, but the
early portrait prints considered here have not been part of these studies.
At the beginning of this century portraits of Mehmed II continued to receive ample
scholarly attention. Two publications stand out, the comprehensive exhibition and catalog of the
Ottoman dynastic portrait series, The Sultan's Portrait: Picturing the House of Osman, and the
catalog of the exhibition Bellini and the East.15 While both discuss El Gran Turco, the other
three prints under consideration are hardly mentioned in these catalogs.16 This is a reflection of
the general state of scholarship on these four graphic representations. There is a discrepancy

13

Meyer zur Capellen, "Das Bild Sultan Mehmets," 208-220.
The oil portrait that was part of Paolo Giovio's Museo collection of Uomini Illustri is lost, as is the majority of the
collection. The painting is known today through a copy by Cristofano dell'Altissimo, now in the Uffizi. See figure 9.
15
Ayş O bay, The Sultan's Portrait. Picturing the House of Osman (I anbu : Işbank, 2000); Bellini and the East,
eds. Caroline Campbell and Alan Chong, (London: National Gallery Company, 2005).
16
In the essay by Julian Raby, "Opening Gambits," Hartman Schedel's woodcut of Mehmed II in the Nuremburg
Chronicle is mentioned in relation to El Gran Turco, noting that both images come from the same source, Pisanello's
portrait medal of John VIII Palaeologus. Neither catalog mentions the Augsburg or the Kunne print. Raby, "Opening
Gambits," 64.
14
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between the wide scholarly attention given to the Florentine engraving and the omission of the
woodcut portraits. This might be part of a larger phenomenon within the art historical discipline
that until recently routinely dismissed fifteenth-century woodcuts as mere representations of the
high art forms of painting and engraving. In the last decade a range of studies has brought a
correction to the scholarship on early woodcuts, elevating them to the status of works of art
worthy of scholarly analysis. Art historians like Peter Parshall and David Areford have studied
early prints extensively, foregrounding the vital role these sheets played in both the private and
the public sphere.17
The conventionalized sinister character that speaks from at least two of the four prints
under study, the Kunne and the Augsburg woodcuts, calls for an investigation in the medieval
and early modern visual tradition of the evil type. During the medieval era religious imagery in
the form of frescoes and sculptures, and later paintings and prints, featured the enemies of
Christianity with growing prominence. Two art historians, Ruth Mellinkoff and Debra Higgs
Strickland (who published previously under the name Debra Hassig), have convincingly
demonstrated that from early medieval times the Church played an active role in the visualization
of sin and vice as a means to reinforce devout behavior.18 Evil found its embodiment in the
rejected groups of society, such as Jews, Muslims, and other outcasts. Mellinkoff identifies a
wide range of physical and sartorial characteristics common to late medieval representation of
Jews that set them apart from the accepted groups in Christian society. As Strickland elucidates,
these "signs of otherness" consolidated in a general "iconography of rejection", an established
17

Peter W. Parshall, The Woodcut in Fifteenth-Century Europe (Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 2009);
David S. Areford, The Viewer and the Printed Image in Late Medieval Europe (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing
Company, 2010).
18
Ruth Mellinkoff, Outcasts: Signs of Otherness in Northern European Art of the late Middle Ages (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993); Debra Hassig, "The Iconography of Rejection: Jews and Other Monstrous
Races," in Image and Belief: Studies in Celebration of the Eightieth Anniversary of the Index of Christian Art, ed.
Colum Hourihane, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 25-37; Debra Higgs Strickland, Saracens,
Demons, & Jews. Making Monsters in Medieval Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).

12

"pictorial code of evil" that represented Jews and Muslims as physically repulsive, of evil
character, and subhuman. These excellent studies that anchor religious imagery in a religious and
socio-cultural framework of good versus evil have provided this thesis with the necessary
perspective to study the images under consideration.19
Finally, this thesis has sought to ground the analysis of the four portrait prints in some
foundational concepts concerning the studied objects. In the extensive scholarship on portraiture,
studies by Richard Brilliant and Shearer West have provided the necessary guidance in
understanding the nature of a portrait.20 For the particular qualities of the early modern portrait
relevant to the prints under study, most notably idealization, conventionalization of facial and
sartorial characteristics, and invention and/or borrowing physical and sartorial features, several
foundational essays have supported the research. Lorne Campbell's study of renaissance portraits
provided a framework for further investigation, while essays by Joanne Woods-Marsden and
Luke Syson presented clear insight into pictorial matters of idealization and established types, as
well as inventing physical features and/or borrowing them from models.21 A last theoretical tenet

19

In modern academic discourse the discussion of Western ethnocentrism seems inevitably to lead to the work of
the late Middle-Eastern specialist Edward Said. Said's influential 1978 book Orientalism generated an ongoing
heated academic discussion concerning an Eurocentric prejudice against Middle Eastern and Asian cultures. He
argued among other things that a long Western tradition of false academic representations of Arabic and Asian
peoples and cultures served to justify Western imperialism. Although the early modern society, in which the four
portraits under consideration emerged, seems to display similar signs of prejudice and ethnic superiority, Said's
concept of Orientalism appears not helpful for this thesis. The arguments in Orientalism are largely based on
eighteenth- through twentieth-century Western academic discourse and literature presumably designed to justify
Western imperial ambitions. Early modern Europe's ethnocentrism and prejudice against other cultures was fueled
by a reversed dynamic of geopolitical forces, i.e. Muslim power threatening to subjugate Western society. In
addition, Said's Orientalism has generated such an endless stream of criticism and new theories concerning the
relationship between the West and the rest of the world that a straightforward discussion of Orientalism in relation to
this thesis seems not possible. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978).
20
Richard Brilliant, Portraiture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991); Shearer West, Portraiture (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004).
21
Lorne Campbell, Renaissance Portraits. European Portrait-Painting in the 14th, 15th and 16th Centuries (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990); Joanna Woods-Marsden, "'Ritratto al Naturale': Questions of Realism and
Idealism in Early Renaissance Portraits," Art Journal 46, 3 (1987): 209-216; Luke Syson, "Introduction," The Image
of the Individual, eds. Nicholas Mann and Luke Syson (London: British Museum Press, 1998), 9-14.
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was found in Sander Gilman's definitive study of stereotypes in literary and visual culture. 22 The
operative principles of fifteenth-century artistic conventions and signs of otherness have
provided this thesis with a scholarly foundation for the analysis of the four portrait prints under
consideration.

The Prototype: Pisanello's Medal of John VIII Palaeologus
Since the nineteenth century art historians are in agreement that the El Gran Turco print
is closely modeled after the celebrated portrait medal of the penultimate Byzantine emperor John
VIII Palaeologus (figure 5). 23 Produced around 1438-39 by Pisanello and said to be the first
Renaissance cast portrait medal, this medallic likeness enjoyed wide circulation and monumental
fame in Quattrocento Italy. Because of its innovative qualities and its iconic status within
fifteenth-century portraiture the medallion has received ample attention from art historians in the
last one hundred years. In 1930 George Francis Hill included a detailed description in his
overview of Renaissance medals.24 The 1966 concise monograph Pisanello's Medallion of the
Emperor John VIII Palaeologus, by Roberto Weiss, became the authoritative source for the

22

Sander L. Gilman, Difference and Pathology. Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and Madness (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1985).
23
The scholarship on the portrait medal of John VIII Palaeologus by Pisanello consulted for this thesis: George
Francis Hill, A Corpus of Italian Medals of the Renaissance Before Cellini (London: British Museum, 1930);
Roberto Weiss, Pisanello's Medallion of the Emperor John VIII Palaeologus (London: The Trustees of the British
Museum, 1966); Michael Vickers, "Some Preparatory Drawings for Pisanello's Medallion of John VIII
Palaeologus," Art Bulletin 60, 3 (1978): 417-424; Lore Börner, Die Italienischen Medaillen der Renaissance und des
Barock (1450 bis 1750) (Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1997); Luke Syson and Dillian Gordon, Pisanello: Painter to the
Renaissance Court (London: National Gallery Company, 2002); Susan Elizabeth Spinale, "The Portrait Medals of
Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1451-81)," (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2003); John Graham Pollard, Renaissance
Medals. Volume 1, Italy (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2007); Raymond B. Waddington, "Breaking News.
Representing the Islamic Other on Renaissance Medals," The Medal. British Art Medal Society, 53 (2008): 6-20.
Stephen K. Scher, "Catalogue number 64. Pisanello's John VIII Palaeologus," The Renaissance Portrait. From
Donatello to Bellini, eds. Stefan Weppelman and Keith Christiansen (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
2011).
24
Hill, cat. 19.

14

portrait of John VIII. Since subsequent scholarship has largely accepted his findings the
following subchapter is based on Weiss' treatise.
Pisanello, who served at the court of Ferrara at the time, had drawn John VIII from life
during the latter's presence at the Council of Ferrara in 1438.25 The Byzantine emperor had
initiated the convocation to force a reconciliation between the Greek and Latin Church in order
to save the moribund empire from the hands of the Turks. Europeans were intensely curious
about the colorful oriental personage of the infamous Byzantine emperor, the de facto leader of
the despised Greek Church. Pisanello provided his audience with an iconic effigy of John VIII
that would become one of the most influential portraits of the fifteenth century.
The obverse of the medal shows a bust portrait facing right with a Greek inscription
stating the official title of the sovereign: John Palaeologus Emperor and Autocrat of the Romans.
The profile shows a stern face, displaying a heavy brow over a long, aquiline nose, a protruding
mustached upper lip, and facial hair extending from the temples along the jawbone to a small
pointed beard. Thick strings of curls fall on a raised collar from under a striking, high hat that
sports a wide brim with visor. With a diameter of 10.3 centimeters the bronze medal, the first in
the Renaissance medallic tradition, takes on imperial proportions.26 A considerable number of
medals of John VIII has reached us, in both bronze and in lead.
Weiss provides a physiognomic reading of the facial characteristics. He argues that
Pisanello had incorporated established visual cues to give expression to a public enemy. The full
mouth with slightly protruding upper lip covered by a mustache should be interpreted as a mix of
cruelty and cunning. In combination with the long, thin, aquiline nose and the small, almost slit
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In "Some Preparatory Drawings for Pisanello's Medallion of John VIII Palaeologus," Michael Vickers discusses a
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eyes the effigy was to convey a malicious personality.27 Except for Raymond Waddington, who
discusses the John VIII portrayal in his article "Breaking News. Representing the Islamic Other
on Renaissance Medals," subsequent authors refrain from physiognomic interpretations.28
Waddington takes issue with Weiss' negative reading, suggesting that although the facial
characteristics do warrant physiognomic meaning, they carry a mix of positive and negative
signs.29 However, comparing the medallic portrayal with Pisanello's preparatory drawing
indicates that the former qualifies as an accurate representation of the emperor's physique (figure
11). This makes any physiognomic intention on the part of the artist questionable.30 More
generally, the ambiguity of the pseudo-science of physiognomy in fifteenth-century imagery
defies sound academic assessment. Therefore, this thesis deems any iconographic reading of
John VIII's facial particulars hypothetical.
Medallic representations were much used by fifteenth-century artists as models for
painted, sculpted or printed representations. That Pisanello's medals were popular prototypes is
recounted a century later by Giorgio Vasari (1511-74): "He [Pisanello] made cast medals with
countless portraits of the princes of his time and other people, from which were made many
painted portraits."31 No other medallic representations by Pisanello has exercised the degree of
influence exerted by his portrait of John VIII. Indeed, the medal established a type of the oriental
imperial figure that began to populate many fifteenth-century works of art. Benozzo Gozzoli's
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(c.1421-1497) fresco of the Procession of the Magi, 1459, in the Medici Chapel, Palazzo MediciRicardi, includes one such example. One of the Magi is clearly identified as a reproduction of
Pisanello's portrayal of the Byzantine emperor (figure 12). The profile with the distinctive hat
and pointed beard reappears several times on Filarete's (c.1400-c.1469) bronze doors for Saint
Peter's, Rome, representing John VIII negotiating with the Papacy32 (figure 13), and in Piero
della Francesca's (c.1415-1492) Legend of the True Cross in San Francesco, Arezzo (figure 14).
Both Piero and Gozzoli used Palaeologus as a representative from the east to stand in for another
individual from the same geographical region. In the San Francesco fresco the profile is given to
Constantine, the first Christian emperor of Rome.
Illuminators also replicated Pisanello's portrait medal. In a Ferrarese manuscript the
Greeks Theseus, Lysander, and Phocion appear in accurate reproductions of the emperor's
portrait (figure 15).33 The adoption of the Palaeologus prototype's features for distinctly different
personages indicates that the Renaissance artist customarily would copy likenesses to represent
someone else. With a few alterations one and the same image could come to stand for totally
different individuals. As Weiss puts it, "To a fifteenth-century Italian artist a contemporary
Byzantine was remote enough to prove a satisfactory model for any personage of antiquity,
remoteness in space being considered as good as remoteness in time."34
By the time of the engraving of El Gran Turco, around 1470, John VIII's portrait had
developed in Italy into a standardized representation of an oriental sovereign. It is unclear if the
Master of the Vienna Passion used Pisanello's medal as a source for his Gran Turco. A quick
32

Weiss, 21. The Bronze Doors of Saint Peter's were created by Filarete and his workshop, completed in 1445. John
VIII Palaeologus appears in four scenes on the doors: The departure of John Palaeologus from Constantinople; The
emperor encounters the Pope at Ferrara; A session at the Council of Florence; The Greek Delegation Returns to the
East. http://saintpetersbasilica.org/Interior/DoorFilarete (accessed March 12, 2010).
33
MS. S. XV 2, Bibliotheca Malatestiana, Cesena; Theseus, f.190 v; Lysander, f.166r; Phocion, f.215v.. Reproduced
in Weiss, 25, plate XV.
34
Weiss, 25. For a discussion of how the medallic effigy was used as a prototype for many different historical
figures, see 21-26.
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comparison shows that the design is significantly altered in various ways. The fancifully
patterned garment and hat, some facial features, and the long hair and beard all deviate from the
prototype. The headdress is restyled completely to become a faint allusion to the emperor's hat.
This allows for the possibility that the artist used as model a replicate of the John Palaeologus
medallion. The first-hand reproductions of the original portrait undoubtedly served as a source
for other, second- or even third-hand copies of the oriental royal type. In a departure from the
academic consensus that the engraving is a close, or even first-degree reproduction of the
prototype, it is here suggested that a copy, possibly several times removed from the original,
might have served as the model. This throws into question the status of the Pisanello medal as a
solid source for the Florentine engraving. All one can conclude is that the print is modeled after a
common pictorial type originating in the Pisanello medal of John VIII, which represented
oriental kingship to the fifteenth-century viewer.
To date, art-historical scholarship has paid little attention to the three woodcut portraits
under study here. Jürg Meyer zur Capellen discusses the prints briefly in the context of the total
collection of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century portraits of Mehmed. He establishes a connection
between the three woodcuts for their shared fictitious and "exotic" character that reflects a
dangerous and malevolent potentate, and the similar headdress that is a fixture in fifteenthcentury representations of oriental sovereigns. He regards them as a group that is congruent in
aim (propaganda) and ideology (anti-Turk).35 In a brief reference to their sources he postulates
that these prints express a derogatory view that clearly originated in medieval xenophobia. While
Meyer zur Capellen locates the visual source for the Hartmann Schedel woodcut in the John VIII
portrait medal, he does not discuss the pictorial roots for the Albrecht Kunne or Augsburg prints.
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It is plausible that the representation by Schedel is reproduced directly from Pisanello's
portrait medal of the Byzantine emperor. The facial profile, the hair, and the design of the hat are
in close agreement with the original. However, this does not preclude the possible existence of
another intermediate model that was replicated from the medal. More significantly, a wholly
different prototype has informed the larger half-length format and the royal signifiers carried by
the sovereign. An engraving of Holy Roman Emperor Friedrich III (1415-1493) (figure 16),
dating from the 1480s, illustrates the fifteenth-century standardized depiction of kingship. It
features the same attributes of orb and scepter seen in Schedel's print of Mehmed II. The
attributes are even held in similar fashion. They nonetheless differ in a meaningful detail. The
orb of Friedrich is adorned with the cross (globus cruciger), confirming the emperor's adherence
to the Christian faith. By contrast, the orb of Sultan Mehmed is topped with a fantasy-ornament,
plausibly indicating that the Ottoman ruler and his people practice paganism. In Schedel's
portrait of Mehmed II, familiar pictorial language might have been manipulated to express a
contemptuous view of a foreign ruler.
The Augsburg woodcut also finds its model in the pictorial tradition of royalty. The
format of the portrait echoes a prototype that had its genesis more than a century earlier in the
portrait of Rudolph IV, Duke of Austria (1339-1365) (figure 17). The printmaker has nonetheless
incorporated some features from the Pisanello prototype, such as the hat, the nose, and the beard.
The source for the print by Albrecht Kunne is less obvious. The three-quarter pose deviates from
the strict profile that was dominant in the fifteenth century. However, it is seen in the abovementioned likeness of Rudolph IV, one of the first individualized portraits of the early
Renaissance, and in Gentile Bellini's oil portrait of Mehmed II. The richly-patterned background
and garment do not evince clear models, although the hat does fit the type of the wide-brimmed
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rounded top with bent twist visible in the other prints. While the image was produced by an
Austrian printer, it may have been modeled after an Italian source since it was the illustration to a
letter written by an Italian humanist. The dependence on textual sources is further found in
verbal descriptions that possibly informed this image, as will be discussed in chapter two. At this
point it is significant to note that the visual sources for the three early woodcuts of Mehmed II
comprise of a wide range of prototypes. One of them is Pisanello's medallic likeness of John
VIII, which provided a convenient model for an oriental despot.

Brief Overview of the Chapters
Chapter one discusses how medieval cultural notions of alterity found expression in
visual representations of the designated enemies of early modern society. It starts with a brief
review of the related notions of portrait and identity as established in recent art-historical
scholarship. This is followed by the discussion of some salient characteristics of fifteenthcentury portraiture, such as idealization and stereotyping, that played a vital role in early graphic
representations. The accessibility and transportability of the new medium turned prints into
powerful instruments of propaganda. The imagery in the early prints was based on medieval
conventions of otherness visualized through an effective juxtaposition of "us" versus "them".
Familiar images of the outcasts of society evolved into a pictorial code of evil that served to
depict all groups rejected by the Church. As can be seen in early modern images of Turks and
other Muslims, artists were eager to employ the pictorial code of evil in a variety of ways.
Chapter two seeks to provide a picture of the socio-cultural environment in which the
portrait prints under consideration were embedded. It gives a wide range of examples of
contemporary textual and visual sources that describe, denounce, and on rare occasions praise
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Mehmed II and the Ottomans. Expressive of a general mood of fear and loathing in Europe, they
reflected the apocalyptic atmosphere in which the images under study originated. Tentative
connections between inflammatory texts and images concerning the sultan indicate that a
comprehensive discourse of evil dominated the second half of the fifteenth century.
The third chapter opens with the assertion that the four prints under study, their
standardized representation of the established type of "sultan" notwithstanding, functioned as
portraits for the contemporary viewer. What follows is the core of the thesis, an extensive stepby-step formal and iconographical analysis of each print in turn. The chapter concludes with a
brief discussion of the sixteenth-century portraits of Mehmed II.
The conclusion summarizes the essential cultural and artistic conventions that determined
the representation of these images. Their creation was crucially impacted by the pictorial code of
evil that had established itself firmly in fifteenth-century artistic practice. Lastly, the thesis
proffers the tentative meaning(s) that of each of the four prints might have intended to convey to
its contemporary beholders.
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Chapter 1
Portraiture, Alterity, and the Pictorial Code of Evil in Early Modern Europe

Portrait, Likeness, and Identity
To determine the nature of the graphic representations under consideration, the
theoretical notions of portrait and identity will be discussed. A portrait is here defined as a
recognizable visual representation of a particular person that makes one or more statements
about that person.36 In everyday life a portrait is still presumed to be a likeness originating from a
direct encounter between artist and sitter. In his definitive study of portraiture, Richard Brilliant
formulates a definition of "portrait" as follows: [Portraits make]"the fundamental assertion that
their images have a legitimate, purposeful, and intentional connection with the person
represented." 37 The author explains this by pointing to "the common assumption that there is
some substratum of mimetic representation underlying the purported resemblance between the
original and the work of art, especially because the sign function of the portrait is so strong that it
seems to be some form of substitution for the original."38 In the past few decades, scholarship
has emended the assertion that likeness is a necessary and defining element of portraiture.
According to Lorne Campbell, "This equation of portrait with likeness is not altogether
satisfactory, for some portraits are not likenesses and not all likenesses are portraits."39 In her
survey Portraiture, Shearer West states, "Portraits are not just likenesses but works of art that
engage with ideas of identity as they are perceived, represented, and understood in different
times and places."40
36
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Henry Zerner, in his article "L'effet de Ressemblance", distinguishes an alternative
constituting quality for the western portrait. He argues that portraits call forth a "resemblance
effect." This effet de ressemblance, which parallels the renaissance understanding of vero
ritratto, or true likeness, convinces the viewer that the figure on the canvas resembles the person
portrayed without recourse to the model. Therefore, it is the expectation of resemblance rather
than physical likeness that is the essential and defining quality of the portrait.41 Recognition of
the depicted person by the intended audience is the confirmation that the representation fulfils its
requirements as portrait. The idea that a portrayal can only receive its full meaning in the society
fi
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are no portraits outside history, but only the portrait at a particular moment and in a particular
society."42 In conclusion, a portrait is here understood to be a culturally specific depiction of a
particular person that prompts recognition of and communicates certain statements about that
particular person.
Whereas modern art history has brought a correction to the misunderstanding of accurate
likenesses as an essential quality of a portrait, faithful representation was at the heart of early
modern portraiture. One of the triumphs of Quattrocento arts was the ability to copy the subject
so closely that "[pictures] seem to the observer to live and breath."43 In his essay "Some
Thoughts on Likeness in Italian Early Renaissance Portraits" Stefan Weppelmann nuances the
long held assumption that the lifelike recording of external features was the primary objective for
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Henri Zerner, "L'Effet de Ressemblance," Il Ritratto e la Memoria: Materiali 3 (Rome: Bulzoni, 1993), 111, 117.
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Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects (1568), 2 vols., trans. Gaston du C. de Vere, ed.
David Ekserdjian (New York, 1996), vol. 1: 97. "risuscitò la moderna e buona arte della pittura, introducendo il
ritrarre bene di naturale le persone vive,..." As quoted in Patricia Rubin, "Understanding Renaissance Portraiture,"
in The Renaissance Portrait. From Donatello to Bellini, eds. Keith Christiansen, and Stefan Weppelmann (New
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the Renaissance portrait. The concern for the accurate representation of the subject's likeness
came to stand for the truthful rendering of both external features, ritrarre del naturale, and
internal character, ritrarre el natural.44 The fifteenth-century portrait saw a development in the
concept of likeness, a foundation of contemporary portraiture, from a focus on external
appearance to the simultaneous and truthful portrayal of the subject's exterior and interior
features. The premise that an accurate likeness should portray both, a feat that seems all but
impossible, is seen as one of the paradoxes of Quattrocento portraiture. In the late fifteenth
century the predicament was eased with a move away from mere physical representation to
greater expressivity.45 The subject would be inscribed with signifiers symbolizing the virtues and
values of the soul. Towards the end of the century humanist circles understood likeness to be at
least in part a reflection of one's state of mind and inner life, the representation of which usually
involved embellishment and idealization.
Since the early modern period some expression of identity has been intrinsic to a portrait.
Portraits "engage wit id a
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character, personality, social standing, relationships, profession, age, and gender of the portrait
subject."46 Identity is a slippery term that holds disparate meanings for different cultures and
societies. The fifteenth-century notion of identity deviates significantly from our contemporary
understanding of it. In contrast to the modern concept, which still sees identity as a reflection of
an inner core, the fifteenth-century meaning encompassed aspects of the external self that form
one's public persona. It was at this time that an increasing sense of self developed. As Stephen
Greenblatt puts it in his foundational study Renaissance Self-fashioning, "…
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modern period a change in the intellectual, social, psychological, and aesthetic structures that
govern the generation of identities."47 Identity was perceived as a role or mask, that
quintessential Renaissance phenomenon, that one displays to the outside world. It is composed of
elements that reflect a person's relative power, status and wealth, profession and allegiance to
ideological groups, and certain defining personal virtues and characteristics that align with
established behaviors ascribed to certain classes, genders, etc. In portraits identity is conveyed
through medium and format, pose and posture, dress and other bodily adornments, physical
characteristics, facial expression, gestures, attributes, and allegorical representations. It is
important to note that identity is also dependent on who is crafting the characterization.
Greenblatt puts it as follows: "The power to impose a shape upon oneself is an aspect of a more
general power to control identity - that of others at least as often as one's own."48
One accrues an identity through culturally determined social processes of negotiation,
resulting in fluid constructions of self that change continuously throughout one's lifetime. A
person can have several, often conflicting identities, one or more self-fashioned and, as
Greenblatt observes, one or more attributed to the subject by different social groups. It is not
surprising that Mehmed II's self-fashioned identity as the new Alexander the Great never quite
matched the European label of cruel and heretical despot. In fact, the identities put forth by the
portraits studied in this thesis reveal a conflict of characterization. Consensus is fractured by
inconsistencies and aberrations. These frictions corroborate what was earlier stated, namely that
identity is not fixed. It is multivalent, a social construction.
The foundation for the modern portrait was laid in the early modern period when
humanism's celebration of the individual prompted members of the nobility to have their
47

Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning. From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: The University of
Chicago press, 1980), 1.
48
Greenblatt, 1.

25

appearance captured for posterity. Central to these portrayals was the depiction of a selffashioned identity created under the strict control of the sitter. A vogue for naturalistic rendering
was fractured by tendencies to depict a person according to certain established rules. The
complicated nature of renaissance pictorial conventions manifested itself in a series of semicontradictory notions evident in the early modern portrait.

Fifteenth-Century Portraiture: Idealization, Stereotyping, and Invention
In the early fifteenth century portraiture was reintroduced in Western Europe as part of a
renewed appreciation for classical literature and art. Early modern humanism, the revival of
classical learning and literature, proffered the optimistic belief that man is able to, and has the
responsibility to, create his own destiny. A new sense of individuality and identity was captured
in a wave of portraits depicting the nobility. Since Jacob Burkhardt (1818-1897) art historians
have commonly defined the Renaissance portrait by notions of naturalism, true likeness (una
vera effigie), verisimilitude, individuality, and authenticity. This vogue for an accurate and
truthful portrayal of one's physical features had classical precedent in writings such as Pliny's
Natural History.49 However, as art historians have signaled in more recent studies, the rendering
of realistic likenesses was accommodated to a desire to include idealized features that expressed
notions of power and virtue.50
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In Chapter 2. (2.) "The Honour Attached to Portraits," Pliny complains about the lack of realistic portraits from his
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In a groundbreaking article, "Ritratto al Naturale: Questions of Realism and Idealism in
Early Renaissance Portraits," Joanna Woods-Marsden explores the paradoxical relationship
between a desire for a physically accurate likeness and a tendency to embellish the subject's
appearance. Prompted by the Platonic notion that beauty was more or less synonymous with
virtue, artists and sitters strived for idealized and standardized portrayals that laid claim to
status and character.51 As the distinguished scholar of renaissance portraiture Luke Syson puts it,
the passion for naturalism was partly sacrificed to communicate certain messages,52 in that a
portrait was designed to show more than just a person's basic features. Next to generalized
symbols of power and prestige, it served to impart particular personal characteristics and virtues
through a system of pictorial signs.53 This was reinforced by contemporary popular belief that
the soul showed itself in the face. The pseudo-science of physiognomy held that a person's
character could be read from his or her facial characteristics. This encouraged artist and sitter to
strive for a portrayal that included facial cues meant to convey nobility, power, and virtue.
Physiognomical traits such as an aquiline nose or a large forehead featured in portraits to
suggest certain individual qualities. Woods-Marsden relates how Piero della Francesca (c.14151492) accentuated the nose of Federico da Montefeltro (1422-1482), duke of Urbino, in the
Uffizi portrait to echo the curved beak of an eagle (figure 18).54 Since the eagle signified empire,
the aquiline nose that resembled the eagle's beak called forth a "regal spirit" endowed with
magnanimity.55 A slight variation in the shape of the nose could lead to an entirely different
reading, as is the case with the hawk nose. Here the curve of the nose extends into a downward
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turned tip, which was explained as a sign of malice, deceit, untruth, and lechery (figure 9, 10a,
10b).56
The vogue for physiognomy, originating in medieval folklore, found affirmation in the
pseudo-Aristotelian text Physiognomica that offered detailed descriptions of physical
characteristics in relation to particular character traits.57 A contemporary discussion of the same
material appeared in Pomponius Gauricus' (c.1481-c.1530) De Sculptura published in 1503.58
Widespread belief that the face formed the mirror of the soul notwithstanding, the interpretation
of physical features lacked clarity and uniformity. This led to skepticism by some contemporary
authors, demanding their readers to apply it with caution.59 Therefore, modern art history,
although acknowledging that physiognomy played a role in fifteenth-century visual culture, has
largely recognized the subject for what it is, an ambiguous aspect of the early modern portrait
that defies straightforward application or interpretation.60
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Renaissance humanist Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472), whose Della Pittura posited
rules for the arts, stressed the importance of recognizability and likeness.61 He reconciled
naturalism and idealism by reminding his contemporaries that a painter should correct the
physical defects of the sitter while at the same time creating a sufficiently recognizable
likeness.62 According to Woods-Marsden, artists heeded this advice by turning their rulers into
normative stereotypes, combining standardized features of power and noblesse with some
particular physical characteristics.63 In her monograph The State Portrait, Its Origin and
Evolution Marianna Jenkins characterizes these representations as depicting the public character
of people of great political power or achievement. They evoke not the individual but the abstract
principles for which he or she stands.64 Italian princes such as Leonello d'Este (1407-1450)
exploited these images for political purposes. Through endless replication the individualized
recognizable type turned into a 'trademark' image.65
Adding to the paradoxic qualities of the fifteenth-century portrait is the predilection for
fictitious or fantasy portraits,66 even when the subject's likeness was available. Simply making up
the features of a person had a long history in antiquity, where the desire to have an image of a
long deceased hero often led to the invention of a portrait. Alternatively, the features of another
person could be borrowed. The eminent Michelangelo famously refused to portray the tomb
sculptures of Lorenzo and Giuliano de' Medici with their actual facial features because, as he
61
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stated in a letter, in a thousand years nobody would know what they had looked like.67 Both
invention and borrowing features from another portrait prevailed in early modern portraiture.68
Identification was mostly generated through an inscription or an accompanying text.
Much emphasis was put on the reliability of a portrait. The lack of a reliable prototype
did not prevent artist or collector from fabricating a pretense of authenticity. Fantasy portraits
often turned into a prototype through frequent, faithful replication, granting the invented likeness
a patina of legitimacy. Authenticity entailed a precise replication from the model, as is expressed
in the Italian vero ritratto (ritrarre means to render or reproduce) or the Germanic term
counterfeit, which in Latin is contrafractur. Although this originally meant portrait or portrayal,
its meaning evolved in the late medieval period into the implication that the image was taken
from a prototype and faithfully reproduced as opposed to something invented.69 Authenticity in
portraits became an even more essential feature in the sixteenth-century portrait books of the
illustrious, when a publisher's reputation and success depended upon the credibility of his
sources.
Due to the distance of time it is difficult to know how portraits were perceived in the
culture of the early modern viewer. As Lorne Campbell observes there is a lack of solid
information on the conditions under which people looked at portraits.70 However, a consistent
aspect of viewing practices has surfaced through comprehensive art-historical scholarship, one
that continues to play a role in modern art appreciation. The fifteenth-century viewer had a
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tendency to regard the image as a substitute for the subject. Originating in medieval devotional
practices, beholding a likeness could bring the presence of the real person into the viewer's life. 71
In Likeness and Presence Hans Belting states that from earliest times images held power. He
argues that "the role of images has been apparent from the symbolic actions performed for them
by their advocates,..."72 He continues that the votive images of medieval Christian worshippers
"...represent the typical images that were kissed and venerated with bended knee; that is, they
were treated like personages who were being approached with personal supplications." Belting
speaks of the "charismatic powers" of such images since they spoke directly to the worshipper
without intercession of Church institutions.73
Richard Brilliant ascribes a similar power to the modern portrait as a substitute for the
real, demonstrated in the deliberate destruction of images of despised leaders.74 Portraits are
powerful instruments that since their conception have served commemorative, dynastic, political
and other purposes, always conveying a carefully crafted message to the viewer. Printed images
like those of Mehmed the Conqueror proved to be particularly effective in spreading propaganda
to an infinitely large audience, in an endlessly repetitive cycle of indoctrination.
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The Power of the Early Printed Image
"If you cannot read, then take one of those paper images...You can buy one for a penny. Look at it...Then show your
extreme reverence...kiss the picture on the piece of paper, bow down before it, kneel in front of it!"
Geiler von Keyserberg, Strasbourg, late fifteenth century 75

These words from the sermon of a German preacher demonstrate the power of the early
printed image. The advent of the printing press in the second half of the fifteenth century brought
the dawn of a new era in which images, religious and secular, became more accessible for
common people. Reproduced on a single sheet or pamphlet, they were available and affordable
for the masses. A study by David Areford has shown that these impressions were tacked on
doors and walls in the private sphere as well as in public buildings such as churches, taverns and
town halls.76 Contrary to the distanced viewing practices of our times, early modern beholders of
printed images would touch, caress, and inscribe the sheet. They engaged in direct interaction
with the portrayed, presumably taking the image as a substitute for the actual person.77 Prints
were believed to have the same ability for intercession with a holy character as sculpted and
painted portrayals had offered worshippers since early Christianity.78 The serial reproduction
and repetitiveness that differentiated the printed image from sculpted or painted ones did not
impinge upon the efficacy or meaningfulness of the representation. The power of the original
was believed to be transferred in each successive image.
In the early days of the printing press images were created in woodcuts and engravings.
Historically woodcuts have not enjoyed high esteem among art historians. Generally
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characterized as crude and gaudy, they were regarded as primitive in content and execution.
Moreover, the early prints of the fifteenth century purportedly had an inherent referential
relationship to a "higher" work of art, such as a painting or sculpture. In recent decades a range
of excellent studies has brought a corrective to the scholarship.79 Areford explains that most
woodcuts have a loose referential connection at best. The goal for those modeled after prototypes
was not to reproduce the exact details, but to communicate the essential elements.80 As research
has shown, the singular qualities of the early printed image were found in their reproducibility
and accessibility.81 The low-cost support and easy transportability engendered an early form of
mass-communication, resulting in a wide dissemination of single sheets as well as broadsheets
and books. Format, content and visual vocabulary crossed geographical boundaries, creating a
pan-European style of graphic representations.82 The exceptional ability for combining word and
image turned the print into a popular vehicle for political and propagandist messages. Its true
success in early modern Europe is demonstrated by its ubiquity in both the private and public
sphere.
Secular subjects such as princes and foreign rulers featured regularly in the prints of the
fifteenth century. Portraits like the early printed images of Mehmed II were reproduced in
hundreds of copies and widely dispersed throughout Europe. At times created under strict control
of the sitter to reinforce authority but more often initiated by a printer to provide the likeness of
an admired or feared ruler, these prints formed a powerful instrument of propaganda.
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Although their function and targeted audience must have diverged widely, the early
portrait prints of Mehmed II seem to have operated on the general principles of the early printed
image. In pose, format, and sartorial detail the representations adhere to the propagandistic
effigies of contemporary European rulers. The exquisite ornamental detail of the El Gran Turco
sheet indicates it targeted an elite group of collectors, whereas the three woodcuts were likely
intended for a much wider audience. Of the four prints under study the Schedel portrait is the
only one of which is known with certainty to have reached a large public throughout Europe.
Part of the popular Nuremberg Chronicle, it found reception in over two thousand private and
public places.83 The circulation of two of the portrait prints can be inferred. The Florentine
engraving is known in only two impressions, a black-and-white and a colored one, but its
representation on a contemporary maiolica jar indicates wide circulation. Although only one
extant impression exists of the Kunne portrait, it is known to have been the frontispiece of an
early European bestseller, the Epistolae Turci Magni. Unfortunately nothing is known of the
reception of the Augsburg print.
As for the intended message and function of these images, one is largely dependent upon
hypotheses. The colored impression of El Gran Turco eventually reached the Sublime Porte
where it has resided, apart from a brief absence, until this day. Scholarship has argued, however,
that the engraving initially was not meant for the sultan, but for an elite European audience
fascinated with Mehmed II.84 Albrecht Kunne's woodcut of the sultan securely fits the anti-Turk
propaganda that was prevailing at the time. The Schedel portrait was part of an innovative and
comprehensive project to record a general history and geography of Western civilization in
printed book-form. A byproduct of the budding sense of European identity, the whole text is
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framed in the juxtaposition of good and evil, in which the portrait of Mehmed likely served as a
representation of evil. Although not straightforward negative propaganda, the miniature
illustration nevertheless reinforced the contemporary worldview of "us" versus "them." Lastly,
the intended message of "Der Türgisch Kayser" can only be surmised. With its simple execution
of lines and forms, and its origin in iconic imagery of kingship, it resembles contemporary
familiar imagery that found its way into prints to propagate simple but effective religious and
political messages concerning the perceived enemies of Christendom.
Just like the agency conferred upon votive prints, these secular representations of a feared
despot could bring the foreign aggressor into the homes and places of worship of hundreds of
people.85 In beholding the sultan's countenance the viewer could imagine to encounter, and
presumably even destroy, his evil force. The prints' potential to instigate behaviors with a mass
audience was not lost on the Church. Dictating fear and rejection of the Turks, Church leaders
encouraged Christians to rise up and bring a crushing defeat to the Ottoman aggressor. The
advent of the printed image, with its inherent reproducible and transportable qualities, provided
religious and secular leaders with a powerful instrument for demonizing the externalized other.
The graphic representations of Mehmed II operated largely within the conventions of the
early modern portrait and print. They presented a standardized and readily recognizable image of
kingship to the contemporary viewer, one in which the idealized components were replaced by
stereotypical features and attributes indicating a formidable ruler from the East. Next, the
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conventionalized type of the Ottoman sultan will be studied in relation to contemporary pictorial
signs of difference and rejection.

Fifteenth-Century Alterity and its Negative Stereotypes
Alterity was one of the central tenets of medieval and early modern society. It created a
strong division between the world of Christian and non-Christian people, enforcing a perceived
distance between "us" and "them". The Church propagated that other religious groups were idolworshippers bent on destroying Christendom. Practitioners of heresy and vice, these apostates
deserved to be harassed and persecuted. Categorized in different types of evil, negative
stereotypes became established in western thought.
Stereotypes can be defined as cultural constructs through which we categorize the world.
In his definitive study Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and Madness
Sander Gilman formulates the following definition: "Stereotypes are a crude set of mental
representations of the world...[that] perpetuate a needed sense of difference between the "self"
and.... the "Other."86 The author explains that stereotyping is a universal means of coping with
anxieties. It provides semi-rigid mental images not rooted in reality but in mythmaking, born out
of an inability to control the world around us.87 To achieve an illusion of mastery and to alleviate
anxieties, individuals divide the world into good and bad entities. The self identified with good,
the other is traditionally condemned as bad. The constructs of the other never remain
abstractions; they become real-world entities and accepted truths even as they generally diverge
substantially from the observable facts.88 Often presumed to be fixed, stereotypes are fluid
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constructs that inherently contain disparate images of the other. Stereotypical thinking has an
inherent ability to bring forth two or more, often conflicting, mental images.89
Stereotypes appear in all times and cultures. Each society follows its own "tradition" of
alterity. Stereotypical thinking is at the basis of Western civilization. The ethnographic division
of the ancient Greek society cast all non-Greeks as barbarians. Everyone who differed from the
Greeks in language, appearance, or behavior was regarded uncivilized. The Greek divided the
barbarians in codified types, each one recognizable for its specific negative signs.90
Greco-Roman negative stereotypes transferred into Christian medieval stereotypes of
Jews. All through history these negative stereotypes served to unite the people of a clan in the
fight against the enemy, and to justify the oppression of minorities. Reducing the Jewish and
Muslim people to a standardized image of rejection supported the cause of the Church in
medieval times to reinforce its political power and keep its subjects in line.91
Representations of difference are depicted through a rich web of signs and references.
Through the ages the arts have proven themselves amenable to the expression of difference.
Artists employ stereotypes to facilitate the communication of existing ideologies, responding to
certain needs of a specific audience. The perceived opposition between the good self and the
aberrant other is conceptualized by a juxtaposition of visual signs. Black costume and dark
complexions, representing physical and moral dirtiness, featured as the pictorial symbols of
Satan and the tormentors of Christ since early Christianity. The darkness of evil reinforces the
sacredness of the heavenly light. Medieval and early modern religious representations of Christ's
divine corporality rendered the Jew and Muslim perfidious by contrast. Gilman clarifies that
these interdependent systems of stereotyping generate antithetical pairs of signifiers that reflect
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the social and political ideologies of the society.92 Works of art depend upon these contrasting
sets of images to augment their rhetorical value.
The portraits of Mehmed II created in early modern Europe incorporated elements of
negative stereotypes. With the rise of Muslim aggression on Western territory, the closely
aligned demonizing visual signs for the Jews and the Monstrous transferred into the pictorial
language for Muslims. The rich symbolism depicting an enemy of faith consisted of physical and
sartorial detail, reinforced by manipulation of color, line, and directionality. 93
Strickland demonstrates that of all the constituting elements of medieval negative
stereotypes the face contained the most telling signifiers of evil.94 The artists of each of the
portrait prints under study tapped into this visual language to express difference and, to varying
degrees, rejection. Of the four, the Kunne portrait reflects the negative stereotype of the evil nonChristian most clearly. His grotesque facial features, as seen in the enormous hawk nose, the
aggressive eyes under the heavy, frowning brow, and lolling tongue were straightforward
indications of a lowly, despicable violator of the Faith. Although the iconographic meaning in
the other three prints is more ambiguous, they all incorporate elements of the negative stereotype
of the Muslim. In the El Gran Turco engraving, the prominent aquiline nose together with the
protruding brow and the open mouth represented conventional signs for a suspicious person. The
fire spitting dragon could be read as an apt warning for the dangerous or evil character of the
sultan. The portrait of the "Türgisch Kayser" shows a profile with dark, threatening eyebrows
above piercing eyes, a face rendered with heavy, dark shading, and excessive facial hair, all
visual signs for a malicious personality. The illustration of Mehmed II in the Nuremberg
Chronicle features a mischievous curl of hair falling from the pointy beard in addition to the
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established facial signifiers of the heavy brow and aquiline nose. Unkempt or disheveled hair,
also seen in the Kunne print, was a major signifier of evil. Scholarship has shown that hats also
played an important role in medieval stereotyping. The extraordinary head coverings in the prints
under study should be understood as a sure sign of difference.
Crucial to the understanding of stereotyping is defining who was in control of the visual
vocabulary in the image. The fifteenth-century idealized portraits of the nobility, in which the
sitter had strict control over the image, depicted a range of positive stereotypes. White skin and
blond hair, a serene face with regular features portrayed in profile to associate with the greatness
of classical heroes, these visual cues communicated the exemplary normative stereotype of the
great and virtuous ruler. Artists and sitters used idealization and positive stereotyping to promote
political and diplomatic goals.95 It stands to reason that portraits conveying negative stereotypes
came into being outside the subject's sphere of influence, as is the case with the portrait prints of
Mehmed II. Responding to the needs of their communities, early modern European artists
designed demonizing images of the Ottoman Turks. Depending on who authorized the image, the
western portraits of Mehmed II alternately emphasized the cruel barbarian, the invincible
warrior, or the exotic yet dangerous sovereign. With a parade of portraits of Mehmed II
appearing on the European markets, an established image representing the sultan came into
being, one that relied heavily on familiar pictorial conventions depicting the enemies of the
Church.
The fifteenth-century concept of cultural and religious difference was reinforced by a preoccupation with self-definition. As Nancy Bisaha elucidates in Creating East and West:
Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks, the Ottoman threat awakened Western society to
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the idea of a separate, superior civilization, generating a European identity.96 Notions of
difference, through malicious stereotypes, served to support the new definition of Western
society.

The Pictorial Code of Rejection in Medieval Imagery
Two art historians are credited with establishing the scholarship on the medieval
iconography of evil. Ruth Mellinkoff opened the field in 1993 with Outcasts: Signs of Otherness
in Northern European Art of the late Middle Ages. In 1999 Debra Higgs Strickland published
"The Iconography of Rejection: Jews and Other Monstrous Races"97 followed by the more indepth Saracens, Demons, & Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art. Mellinkoff presents a rich
vocabulary of visual signs used to depict social outcasts, most notably Jews. Cast by Church and
society in the role of the murderer of Christ, the Jew was represented as the embodiment of evil.
A complex network of interdependent signifiers operated on the basis of the visual juxtaposition
of good and evil. Mellinkoff's study emphasizes the multivalent and ambiguous nature of signs
of otherness, such as the color yellow which was associated both with God's glorious light and
with the repulsiveness of bile, urine, and feces. Similarly, the beard featured both as an
established sign of rejection and a token of holiness. The author concludes that the pictorial code
of evil can only receive meaning when placed in its artistic and socio-cultural context.98
Strickland builds upon this foundation to discern and formulate a recognizable visual
language for evildoers in medieval imagery, which she terms alternatively the "pictorial code of
evil" or the "iconography of rejection." She argues that a general iconography of sin served to
depict all medieval groups of outcasts:
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"I propose that a general visual code expressive of sin, evil, barbarity, and subhumanity does exist, and
that it is firmly grounded in ideas and traditions inherited from Antiquity....In other words, the dichotomy
of "us" versus "them" developed in classical literature and medieval theological tracts was empathically
reinforced and further developed in medieval works of art by means of a recognizable pictorial code." 99

The medieval notion of difference stemmed from ancient Greek belief that virtually all
non-Greeks should be considered barbarian. Maligned as uncivilized and inhumane, aliens were
subsumed under the Monstrous races that were believed to run around naked on the fringes of the
earth. In Greek representations these creatures suffered from the most fabulous deformities.100
Medieval xenophobia employed these ancient theories, as shown in the illustration of a peculiar
collection of monsters in the Nuremberg Chronicle (figure 19). Strickland argues that medieval
leaders of Church and society appropriated classical theories and biblical stories to demonize
social groups as part of a comprehensive campaign to enforce their power. The New Testament
and biblical legends offered a host of Christian enemies, such as the mockers, scoffers,
flagellators, soldiers, and high priests persecuting Christ. In church art these figures received the
stereotypical physical features of the Jew. Jews and other non-Christian groups, such as Muslims
and Ethiopians, were turned into the enemies of God and Christianity, creating a stark opposition
between "us" and "them".
During the late medieval period familiar visual language that for centuries had marked
the mockers and flagellators of Christ consolidated in a recognizable code that worked on the
basis of signs. Headgear, badges, distorted and deformed physical characteristics, careful
manipulation of line, color, directionality, relative positioning, and opposition developed into a
network of signs, a pictorial code of evil.101 Through relentless repetition art works played a
crucial role in the ideology of social rejection.
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Signs pertaining to bodily characteristics and sartorial attributes were central to the
iconography of rejection. Physical perfection evinced nobility, while physical deformity signified
moral depravity. Mellinkoff demonstrates that pointed hats, badges, and the color yellow
featured as common signs to indicate Jewishness. Dark skin, physical distortions, ugly bodies
and faces, red hair and ruddy skin, all served as identifiers of evil (figure 20). While hats and
costumes had always been signifiers of power, rank, and class, the most essential indications of
immorality were located in the face, most specifically the eyes, nose and mouth. The eyes of a
violator were usually enlarged and bulging, or slanted, crossed, squinting, and red. Noses varied
from hooked, oversize, or broken, to porcine, bulbous, flattened, or turned up. Mouths were
depicted either very large or very small, twisted, sunken, opened wide or tightly closed. They
showed lips that were either large and fleshy or thin and pressed together. It is, however, only in
the full context of the face and the complete representation that these signs took on their
meaning.102 In an altar panel of the Martyrdom of St. John by Quinten Massys a collection of
sinister figures exemplifies the diversity of facial characteristics of evil described by Mellinkoff.
Two figures wearing turbans, indicative of their Islamic origin, flank the tortured St. John (figure
21).
Muslims in Medieval and Early Modern Imagery
In medieval representations Muslims were traditionally identified by two signifiers, a
headband or turban, and a beard. The bearded Saracens in the Roman de Godefroi de Boullion
wear the characteristic headband (figure 22). The pigs and negroid people illustrated on their
shields symbolize their malicious nature. A stained-glass panel Christ Carrying the Cross in
Cologne illustrates that Muslim tormentors were regularly added to scenes of Christ's Passion
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(figure 23). A figure wearing a headband shown in profile to emphasize his coarse facial features
is placed directly in front of Jesus. Likewise, in the Crowning with Thorns by the Master of the
Karlsruhe Passion (figure 24), the harasser on the right is depicted with a headband. The
enlarged eye, big nose, fat lips, and open mouth of the tormentor are combined with pale skin
and a shaven chin. This deliberate ambiguity of type demonstrates that the pictorial code of evil
operated as an open system that allowed artists to insert certain signs and omit others. Slight
changes in conventionalized characteristics, such as a turban on a figure with otherwise Jewish
features, created new categories of antagonists that threatened the righteous Christians.103 The
visual signs to depict an Islamic figure built on the characteristics and attributes traditionally
reserved for the Jewish type.
The blending of the two religious groups, Jews and Muslims, is so profound in early
modern representations that scholarship has defined it as a conflation of two types. As Strickland
elucidates in her book, the stereotypical signifiers for both groups have many crossovers.
Notably the facial characteristics of the Jewish type, located in eyes, nose, mouth, and bearded
chin, transferred to representations of the Muslim and other despised types. Alternately, both
groups were regularly represented as "dogheads".
As seen above, the tormentors and executioners of Christ, traditionally depicted as
Jewish, at times exhibited Islamic features. According to the author, the anachronism of a
Saracen in the Passion of Christ served to update the iconography of the enemies of the
Church.104 In an image of the adoration of the Antichrist an Ethiopian, a Muslim, and a Jew join
in veneration (figure 25). Framed as co-conspirators in an alliance to destroy Christendom, Jews
and Muslims blended into a composite image that constituted the pictorial code of evil, used to
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portray all that were cursed by the Church. The code was not monolithic and lacked fixed values.
It was open to changing political and religious interests and adaptable to a wide variety of artistic
contexts.105
As Sander Gilman recounts, the practice of conflating images of otherness has a long
history. Representing Jews with dark skin, indicating moral depravity, dates back to early
Christianity. In the rhetoric of race and religion the constructs of difference operated in an
interrelated manner, creating a model according to which outcasts and foreigners were perceived
and treated.106 Discussing the conflation of blackness and Jewishness in nineteenth-century
European culture, Gilman illustrates that the stereotypical qualities of the one functioned to
describe the difference of the other. He states: "The categories of "black" and "Jew" thus became
interchangeable at one point in history. The line between the two groups vanished and each
became the definition of the other."107 The author concludes that this cross-identification arose
from a need to externalize anxiety over changes in European society.108 In the early portrait
prints of Mehmed II, the new enemy of Christian society, a similar conflation of types led to the
replication of the physical appearance of an older enemy of the Latin Church, the infamous
Byzantine emperor John VIII.
Jonathan Riess presents a compelling example in his essay "Luca Signorelli's Rule of
Antichrist and the Christian Encounter with the Infidel". He argues that the person flanking the
Antichrist is a composite figure that unites Muslim and Judaic stereotypes (figure 26). The
accomplice with stereotypical Jewish features was dressed in a sumptuous cloak with a money
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purse embroidered with the yellow Star of David. The dark face was set in profile to give clearest
expression to the large nose and the pointy, bearded chin that came to represent both types, allies
in a secret diabolical partnership to annihilate Christendom.109
From the thirteenth century onward Islamic figures regularly featured in frescos,
tapestries, miniatures, and sculpture depicting Biblical scenes. By the fifteenth century the
Muslim tormentor became a staple figure in imagery of Christ's suffering. In a Nuremberg
church a sculpted depiction of the Betrayal and Arrest shows Christ being captured by a soldier
wearing a turban and scimitar (the curved Arabic sword) (figure 27). His figure stands out
through his finely chiseled body with exquisitely carved headdress, jacket and scabbard.
Similarly, in a painted representation of Ecce Homo by an artist of the school of Schongauer the
ringleaders of the mob wear turban-like headdresses (figure 28). The negative facial
characteristics are exacerbated by the lolling tongues, a common reference to lascivious
behavior. Graphic representations of Christ's Passion, especially from Northern Europe, also
frequently include an Oriental type. In Albrecht Dürer's Flagellation a malicious turbaned figure
in the background appears to oversee and encourage the whipping (figure 29). A print of Christ
Carrying the Cross by Martin Schongauer depicts a particularly nefarious procession leader with
a turban headdress (figure 30).
Images of Muslims, or of composite figures with oriental characteristics, also featured
regularly in representations of the Martyrdoms of the Saints. In the Hours of Etienne Chevalier
by Jean Fouquet, the Martyrdom of St. Apollonia includes a torturer wearing a headband (figure
31). The other tormentors sport the typical pointed Jewish hat. Turbaned figures frequently
appeared in the Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian, who according to the legend was persecuted by
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soldiers of Roman emperor Diocletian for his refusal to forswear Christianity. Although no
Islamic characters featured in the written sources of the martyrdom, Hans Memling put a Muslim
in the role of overseer (figure 32), while Josse Lieferinxe presented a turbaned figure taking
pleasure in the beating of the saint (figure 33).
Jews, Muslims, and other designated enemies of Christ featured prominently in religious
imagery. Their representations were informed by a common pictorial code, developed over
several centuries, that operated on the basis of visual opposition, juxtaposing negative figures
with positive ones. Good and evil were visualized through a rich web of facial and sartorial
signifiers, and a set of formal characteristics. Once certain attributes were visually established,
they transferred from one negative stereotype to another. In this way the Jewish and Muslim
stereotypes were conflated and then became interchangeable. Early modern imagery was brought
up to date with the inclusion of the Muslim aggressor.
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Chapter 2
The Discourse of Evil in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe
"We have seen that a major preoccupation for Christian artists, writers, and theologians during the later Middle Ages
was the portrayal of rejected religious and cultural groups....the non-Christian "monsters" - Jews, Muslims, and
Mongols - were believed legitimate targets of destruction owing to their failure to embrace the True Faith..."
Debra Higgs Strickland110

Textual Descriptions of the Ottoman Enemy
"Muhammad's monstrous life...is manifestly found in his deeds. He, inspired by the evil spirit, founded an
abominable sect, one suitable for fleshly indulgences, not disagreeable to the pleasures of the flesh; and therefore
these carnal men, allured by his sect, and humiliated by the errors of previous precepts, have died and continue to
die miserably; the people call them...Saracens or pagans."
Alan of Lille (d.1203), 12th century111

In the medieval period Christians persisted in a hostile attitude towards people of other
races or religions. Demonizing Non-Christians gained new fervor with the start of the Crusades
beginning in the eleventh century. That same period saw the rise of the Turkish and Tartar threat
to the Byzantine empire and European sovereignties. To define the unfamiliar enemy, Muslims,
pejoratively referred to as Saracens, were conveniently fit into pre-existing categories for nonChristians. Jews, the traditional enemy of the Church, and Muslims found themselves routinely
deprecated as idolaters and heretics.112 To keep Christians in the fold and create support for the
recovery of the Holy Land the Church cleverly contrived the double image of an internal and
external enemy. Whereas the local Jew carried the burden of an unpardonable sin, the alleged
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betrayal and murder of Christ, Muslims stood accused of occupying the Holy Land.113 On church
and monastery walls medieval artists depicted Jews and Muslims as dogheads (Cynocephali),
pigs, or as one of the Monstrous Races.114 In writings Muslims routinely received canine
characteristics, like the Saracens in the Song of Roland that "yelp like dogs". Creating a close
connection of Jews and Muslims with the Monstrous, religious leaders fomented a hatred that
called for the elimination of both groups.115
The body of European texts concerning the Ottomans after the dramatic fall of
Constantinople is of a mixed and ambiguous character. Exaggerated accounts of the innate
cruelty and lasciviousness of the Turks far outnumbered the measured and sometimes positive
chronicles of actual eyewitnesses. Starting in the thirteenth century the defamation of Islam
thrived in the late medieval and early modern period. In Dante's Inferno Mohamed suffered in
hell with his face split open as punishment for being a "sower of scandal and schism."116 In epic
poems, medieval songs, and crusader chronicles Muslims had been depicted as idol-worshipping
brutes. A chronicle of the Third Crusade, Itinerarium Peregrinorum, offered a scathing
description the Turks: "Among [the Christians'] opponents was a fiendish race, forceful and
relentless, deformed by nature and unlike other living beings, black in color, of enormous stature
and inhumane savageness."117 Defined by deformity, blackness, violence, and inhumanity the
Turk was turned into the personification of evil.
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With the apocalyptic fever leading up to the year 1500 the Islamic enemy was
customarily equated with Satan and the Antichrist, illustrated by a French chronicle of the Fifth
Crusade:
Like another Antichrist and the first-born son of Satan, transfigured like Satan into an angel of light,
Muhammed, ..., with the cooperation of the enemy of the human race, perverted...more people than any
118
other heretic before his time.

After the conquest of Constantinople the Ottoman Turks were commonly referred to as
'savage beasts' and 'barbarians'. Venetian humanist Lauro Quirini (1420-c.1480) lamented in a
letter written in 1453 to Pope Nicholas V (r.1447-1455) that Constantinople had fallen into the
hands of a most reprehensible people: "A barbarous race, an uncivilized race, living without set
customs or laws, careless, wandering, arbitrary, full of treachery and tricks."119 Three decades
later the great Italian humanist Francesco Filelfo (1398-1481) painted an even harsher image.
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they have nothing of humanity in themselves beyond a human form, and that deformed and
depraved on account of the disgusting filthiness of their shameful habits."120 Few were more
influential in their anti-Turk rhetoric than Pope Pius II (r.1458-1464). Aeneas Sylvius
Piccolomini, ambassador to emperor Frederick III before his election to the sedia apostolica,
would devote much of his career to the cause of crusading against the "infidels." His most
eloquent and emotional laments, warning against the Turkish intent to destroy Christendom,
received wide distribution in numerous published editions (as in the epigraph in the
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introduction). Many religious and secular writers would repeat these and other melodramatic
exhortations, contributing to the feverish debate about how to solve the problem of "The Turk".

The Visual Discourse: Imagery of the Ottoman Turks
Within the diverse group of Muslims the Ottoman Turks received most attention from
both European writers and artists. Early modern artists regularly let their imagination run wild in
their representations of the Turks, ignoring circulating eyewitness reports of their appearance.
The 1486 travel account of Bernhard von Breydenbach's (c. 1440-1497) pilgrimage to the Holy
Land includes an illustration of a group of Turkish warriors on horseback (figure 34). The image
shows a disorderly jumble of degenerate soldiers wearing outlandish headgear. The janissaries
seem to waste time making music rather than engaging in disciplined military maneuvers. Their
lethargic horses underscore the message of careless incompetence.121 In Two Moors in
Conversation, by Martin Schongauer, the body language of the duo speaks volumes (figure 35).
Striding with a smirk on their faces, their gnarled hands on conspicuous scimitars, they seem to
plot a wicked scheme. Pose and directionality, always from right to left, emphasized the evil
expressed by their facial features.
Two portraits, of an old and a young Turk, by the Master i.e., convey a message of
iniquity in diverging ways (figures 36 and 37). The old man is negatively characterized by his
unruly turban and his long curly beard. Signs of evil include the curly facial hair, the wide eye,
and open mouth. In the image of the young Turk a range of idiosyncratic features sends out
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ambiguous messages. From a fantasy headdress falls a tail-like piece of material decorated with
the Jewish Star of David and a braided pigtail, an established sign of immorality.122 The
composition is augmented with a hoop earring, a fixed feature of the negroid stereotype, and a
small devilish beard. The head is turned to smell a flower, a clear reference to the Ottoman
portrait Mehmed II smelling a Rose (figure 38).123 In contrast to the sultan's fresh and lush flower
that symbolized the beauty of love in the Persian tradition,124 the withered and spiky stem in the
young Turk's hand was a foreshadowing of the death and destruction that the Ottomans would
unleash.
Images of sultan Mehmed II also came with widely disparate pictorial programs. The
1480s incunabulum Geschicht von der Turkey by Jörg von Nürnberg, a German soldier who
served in the Turkish army under Mehmed, shows an image of the sultan (figure 39).125 In this
largely generic image of an equestrian king neither physique nor costume give away his
nefarious status. Identification was realized by the headband underneath his crown and the
outsized scimitar that hangs from his side. A blunt message of the sultan's bestial character was
delivered through the composite creature that stands at the feet of the horse. These monsters
featured frequently in graphic representations as a sign of God's punishment for human sin. In
the 1500 edition of the same book a disheveled Mehmed II, now shown with the conventional
facial and sartorial signifiers of rejection, was depicted surveying his newly annexed territories
atop a disgruntled horse (figure 40).

122

Mellinkoff, LV.
Raby "Opening Gambits," cat. 2. A copied drawing is known to have circulated Europe in the late fifteenth
century.
124
Meyer zur Capellen, "Das Bild Sultan Mehmets," 214.
125
Günter Prinzing, "Zu Jörg von Nürnberg, dem Geschützgiesser Mehmets II., und seiner Schrift "Geschicht von
der Turckey,"" Sultan Mehmet II. Eroberer Konstantinopels - Patron der Künste, (Köln: Böhlau Verlag, 2009), 6162, 64, 68. "History of Turkey" was first published c. 1482/83 in Memmingen, with new editions in 1496 and 1500.
Large parts of the text were republished in Türkisch Chronica by Johannes Adolphus, 1513, and reprinted many
times.
123

51

Mehmed II in Contemporary Texts: Warrior, Barbarian, or Scholar
The European opinion on the personality of Mehmed II included both positive and
negative assessments. Eyewitness accounts stemmed from both humanists, envoys, and
merchants invited to the Ottoman court, and Europeans in captivity forced into slave labor in the
sultan's palace. Their collective writings presented a mixed image of the "Grand Turk". Franz
Babinger, the authoritative voice on the history of Mehmed II, gives testimony to some neutral
and positive accounts about life at the Porte and the disposition of Mehmed. After twenty years
of Turkish captivity (1438-1458), Brother George von Mühlenbach (1422-1502) gave an
unadorned account of life at the Ottoman court in his Tractatus de Moribus Condicionibus et
Nequicia Turcorum. Having observed that neither the sultan's dress nor his horse's cloth
distinguished the sultan as royalty, Brother George characterized him in the following way: "I
pass over many particulars that have been related to me about his affability in conversation. In
his judgment he shows maturity and indulgence. He is generous in giving alms and benevolent in
all his actions."126 Babinger states that Brother George's observations corresponded to reports
from other European eyewitnesses. The monk's Tractatus served as a much cited source and
enjoyed publication by renowned sixteenth-century authors like Erasmus and Martin Luther.
Brother George's comments aside, the large majority of contemporary texts expressed in
clear terms a violent loathing of the Ottoman leader and his people. Most writings classified
Mehmed II first and foremost as a warrior. More opinionated writings often turned to harsher
vilifications, denouncing the sultan as a dog, a pig, or a "repulsive beast". He featured frequently
as an accomplice of Satan or the Antichrist. Georges Chastellain (c.1405-1475), a Burgundian
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court historian and knight of the Golden Fleece, called Mehmed "...the cruel enemy of God, a
new Mohammed, violator of the cross and the church, despiser of God's law, and prince of the
army of Satan..."127 An eyewitness account by a Genoese merchant, Jacopo Promontorio (1410?1487?), characterized the sultan in his chronicles of the Ottoman Empire as horribile, crudele,
insano, gaino [brothermurderer] maligno Turcho.128 A slave at Mehmed's court, Gian-Maria
Angiolello (1451-1525) of Vincenza, denounced his master as "a dog, worse than Nero."129
Eyewitness reports suggest that the Mehmed myth was richer and more nuanced than the
simple dichotomy of the barbaric versus the civilized person. Sent to the Porte in 1453 to take
stock of the political situation, the Venetian Niccolò Sagundino (1402-1464) returned with
elaborate information on the Grand Turk's impressive court. In an oration that was immediately
published he reported on Mehmed's astounding erudition:
He has with him a man very highly educated in philosophy, of Arab tongue, who every day at a certain
time has the authority to go up to the prince and to say something to him that is worth hearing. He has
in addition two doctors, one of whom is learned in Latin, the other in Greek. With these he is on most
intimate terms, and wished to acquire from them, through interaction, knowledge of ancient
history...130
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Many authors were wary of the sultan's eagerness to learn ancient western history and
philosophy, maintaining it served a pernicious goal. Mehmed's interest, they argued, arose from a
desire to know his enemy in order to conquer it. This point was made by the contemporary
chronicler Zorzi Dolfin, who put it this way:
He [Mehmed] is at great pains to learn the geography of Italy, and to inform himself of the places
where Anchises and Aeneas and Antenor landed, where the seat of the Pope is and that of the emperor,
and how many kingdoms there are in Europe. He learns nothing with greater interest than the
geography of the world and military affairs. He burns with desire to dominate ...Caesar and Hannibal,
he says, are his colleagues; Alexander, son of the king of Macedonia, marched to Asia with fewer
forces... He will advance from East to West, as in the former times the Westerners advanced to the
Orient. There must, he says, only be one empire, one faith, and one sovereignty in the world. 131

Mehmed's military skills and his soldiers' discipline formed another aspect of his
ambiguous reputation. Bishop Leonard of Chios (d. 1482), witness of the siege of
Constantinople, expressed wonder and admiration for the Ottoman troops: "A Scipio, a Hannibal,
or any of our modern generals would have been amazed at the discipline that they showed in
arranging their weapons, and the promptness and evidence of their forward planning which their
manoeuvres showed."132 Julian Raby argues that Mehmed had acquired a dual identity: "There
was the Mehmed whose appetite for war was matched by a rampant libido and an appetite for
cruelty, and the Mehmed who patronised scholars and artists. There were, then, two Mehmeds:
as it were, 'Mehmed the inhumane' and 'Mehmed the humanist'."133
Raby's analysis reflects a continuous theme in art-historical scholarship, one that puts the
public identity of Mehmed II in a dichotomy of cruel warrior versus learned patron of the arts.
Some three decades earlier Jürg Meyer zur Capellen ascribed to Mehmed's reputation in the
Western world a similar duality. The author recounts how contemporaries on the one hand feared
131
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his "unheard cruelty", illustrated by sensational stories that he committed fratricide to ascend the
throne and murdered his beloved Irene, while on the other hand they revered him as a
Renaissance prince, well known for his contacts with western rulers, scholars, and artists.134
This thesis proposes a more nuanced characterization of the sultan in the collectivity of
early modern European representations than is usually presented by scholars. The emotional
charge behind contemporary verbal descriptions range from admiration (for his erudite learning,
his generosity and affability) to awe-struck fear ( for his military skills, the discipline of his
soldiers) to disgust ("barbarian", "savage", "dog", "pig"). Mehmed II's public persona, fashioned
during the early modern era, defies a simple black-and-white opposition. The myth of Mehmed II
had bloomed into a rich tapestry of characteristics, in which war power, omnipotence, and
invincibility featured side by side with notions of cunning cruelty, lasciviousness, erudite
scholarship, benign guardianship, and others.

Mehmed's Physique: The Relationship between Text and Image
This emperor Mehmed, who as I have said was known as the Grand Turk, was of medium height, fat, and fleshy; he
had a wide forehead, large eyes with thick lashes, an aquiline nose, a small mouth with a round, copious, reddishtinged beard, a short, thick neck, a sallow complexion, rather high shoulders, and a loud voice. He suffered from
gout in the legs.
Gian-Maria Angiolello, late fifteenth century135

Only a few written records of the sultan's physical appearance are known in the
scholarship. Of these, Gian-Maria Angiolello's description (cited above) is the only one that can
be identified with certainty as an eyewitness account. Angiolello was imprisoned during the
134
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capture of Negroponte in 1470 and subsequently served as a slave at The Porte. In a later
published account, Historia Turchesca, he observes that his captor was "of medium height, fat,
and fleshy" and "had a wide forehead, large eyes with thick lashes, an aquiline nose, a small
mouth with a round, copious, reddish-tinged beard, a short, thick neck, a sallow complexion,
a
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…"136 Although Historia Turchesca was written in 1490, it was not

published until 1909. Its content reached a wider audience in the sixteenth century, when Paolo
Giovio incorporated parts of the Historia in his Commentario de le Co
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h , published in

1531.
A much earlier physical description of questionable origin comes from Florentine
philosopher Niccolò Tignosi da Foligno. In his 1455 Expugnatio Constantinopolitana he
describes Mehmed II in the following way:
…[T y] ay he is now twenty-four years old, tall in height, with a long face, sunken eyes, eyebrows
which join together above an aquiline nose; the thinness (of his face) coalesces with an ugly pale
complexion, he has long kinky hair that flutters, entangled on both sides of his shoulders; his beard, not
very long and which comes to a point, is rather sparse, [this] reveals his ferocity or better [yet] his
cruelty and the rush of his passions. 137

The introduction "they say" indicates that the author's words do not derive from personal
observation. The characterization has some common ground with Angiolello's description, in that
both signal the prominence of an aquiline nose and a beard. Otherwise they don't seem to have
much in common.
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In Tignosi's portrayal, composed more than a decade before the earliest of the portrait
prints under study was created, the following features stand out: a long, thin face, sunken eyes,
eyebrows that join together, and an aquiline nose (naso aquilino). This raises the question which
of the facial characteristics are recognizable in the respective prints. All depict large, prominent
noses, but they differ in form. Whereas the El Gran Turco sheet and the Schedel illustration
show an aquiline nose, and the Kunne print a hawk one, the Augsburg nose is straight with a
prominent downward tip.138 Bushy eyebrows grown together feature in all but the Nuremberg
woodcut. A consideration of the facial shape leads to the closest connection between the text and
one of the images. Tignosi's description of a long, thin face with sunken eyes is clearly seen in
the El Gran Turco print, but not in the others. The Florentine philosopher's record of Mehmed's
likeness includes other parallels with the engraving from the same city-state. The "long kinky
hair that flutters, entangled on both sides of his shoulders", as well as "his beard...which comes
to a point" are instantly recognizable in El Gran Turco.139 Since both verbal and visual portrayal
originate in Florence, and the dates of creation match, we may assume a tentative connection
between the two. It is suggested here that besides the medal of John VIII Palaeologus other
sources, both textual and visual, informed this celebrated portrayal of the notorious sultan.
Niccolò Tignosi da Foligno's record might have been one of them.
None of the other three prints seem to accord with the depiction of Mehmed in the
Expugnatio. Both the Kunne and Augsburg print lack the thin face and the long "fluttery" hair, as
is the case with the Nuremberg sheet which echoes the hair in the tight coils seen in Pisanello's
representation. The first two seem to be uncomplicated expressions of evil that incorporate the
physical characteristics Mehmed was widely known for: the prominent nose and the beard. They
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reflect the standard textual stereotyping of the sultan as a "barbarian" and a "savage." As stated
above, Schedel's woodcut should be regarded as a generic representation of a despotic foreign
ruler that borrowed features from the John VIII portrayal. It is evident that even if clear
connections are hard to prove, all textual and visual descriptions of the sultan were part of the
feverish discourse concerning this antagonistic figure. Artists looking for models to render
Mehmed II's effigy must have, either knowingly or unconsciously, incorporated physical
characteristics that the sultan was known for. Conversely, writers incorporated the Grand Turk's
conventionalized facial features seen in portraits, advancing a physiognomic reading of the
sultan's physique.
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Chapter 3
The Early Portrait Prints of Mehmed II

As seen in chapter two, medieval artists employed a multiplicity of visual conventions to
depict a Muslim, a Turk, or a sultan. Overlapping stereotypes morphed into a general pictorial
code of evil, resulting in ambiguous images of rejection. The four early portrait prints of
Mehmed II under study make use of this diverse pictorial vocabulary in disparate ways. They
each employ different signs of the iconography of rejection. What follows is a formal and
iconographic analysis of each of the four prints, followed by a brief discussion of the evolution
of the Mehmed portrait into the sixteenth century.
Both the Florentine engraving and the woodcut in the Nuremberg Chronicle have
received substantial scholarship in recent years. In contrast, the Kunne and Augsburg portrait
have hardly been studied at all. The discussion of the latter two will be based largely upon the
study done for this thesis. However, before beginning this analysis an essential issue still needs
to be addressed, namely, whether or not these images qualify as portraits.

Are these Portraits?
Portraiture, as determined by the definition in chapter one, is dependent upon the
recognition factor. A representation operates as a portrait when contemporary viewers readily
identify the portrayed subject. If the likeness of the depicted is known by the artist, recognition
might be based on a more or less faithful rendering. If, however, artist and viewer are not aware
of the physical appearance of the person, they often refer to existing familiar imagery associated
with the subject. As Francis Haskell and others have shown, for the renaissance artist knowledge
of the physical likeness of a person was not a prerequisite to produce a portrait. It is one of the
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paradoxes of the early modern portrait that a concern for replication (ritrarre) coexisted with
invention (imitare and invenzione). Haskell elucidates this in his authoritative study History and
its Images. Renaissance artists and viewers readily accepted and embraced what he calls
"creative and imaginative" imagery when reliable sources such as life and death masks were not
at hand.140 Luke Syson takes this concept one step further in The Image of the Individual. Syson
argues that a subject's availability mattered little. Artists invented or borrowed facial
characteristics even when they had access to the person depicted. Labeling them "fictitious
portraits", the author concludes, "The fact that artists and collectors were sometimes prepared to
put so little effort in t
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women, alive when their portraits were made, in which the inclusion of a name has allowed the
artist completely to abandon verisimilitude."141
Not surprisingly, the fifteenth-century portrait prints of Mehmed II did not originate in an
actual likeness of the sultan. From the fall of Constantinople, textual descriptions of the sultan's
appearance had circulated in European humanist circles. Visual representations of the sovereign
based on drawings ad vivum in the form of miniatures, oil portraits, and portrait medallions had
reached Europe by the 1460s.142 The Master of the Vienna Passion, Albrecht Kunne, and the
anonymous artists responsible for the Nuremberg Chronicle woodcut and Augsburg sheet may or
may not have had access to these ad vivum models. However, it is more relevant to note that
these artists did not seek to portray an individual likeness. Indeed, instead of representing the
accurate likeness of the sultan they strived to create a recognizable image based on the
established artistic type for "sultan".
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As discussed above, the prototypes that underlie the images under consideration are
exponents of both the contemporary iconography of royalty and the pictorial code of evil. In
European visual discourse iconographic signs for the Ottoman leader had developed into a
readily recognizable type anchored around the prominent headdress, nose, and beard. The four
early portrait prints rely to varying degrees and in different ways on this established pictorial
type. The facial and sartorial identifiers would have prompted immediate recognition by the
intended audiences. Therefore it is proposed in this thesis that these fantasy effigies were
perceived as portraits by contemporary viewers.
Zerner describes a similar process with the example of the classical representations of
Homer.143 Although no descriptions survived of the appearance of Homer, whose existence itself
is in question, his portrayal was based on "reference to an established type within the artistic
tradition."144 The portrait prints of Mehmed II should be understood in a parallel fashion, as a
conventionalized type originating in traditional pictorial language that came to stand for "The
Grand Turk".

El Gran Turco (figure 1a and 1b)
The El Gran Turco engraving has been discussed in the Introduction in relation to its
most accepted artistic source, the portrait medal of John VIII Palaeologus by Pisanello (figure 5).
The scholarship on the engraving is in agreement that it constitutes a highly refined work of art
by the Master of the Vienna Passion, datable to ca. 1470.145 The representation is executed in the
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so-called "fine manner style," a Florentine method of engraving characterized by deliberate
contour lines and fine hatch marks to render form and volume.146 A bust-length profile to the
right shows a male figure with angular features and a head of wavy hair flowing over his
shoulders. Bushy eyebrows adorn deep sunken eyes above a prominent aquiline nose147 and thin
lips, a full pointy beard covering the chin and part of the cheeks. His orientalizing costume is
richly decorated with floral motifs and beaded with pearls, exuding an air of nobility. The
fanciful representation is most remarkable for the cornucopia-shaped hat. It features a wide brim
that tapers into a protruding upward curl, echoed in a bent top on which a ferocious dragon sits
with raised claws. Whimsical feathers to the back complete the headdress. In contrast to the
sartorial playfulness, the stern facial features give an austere mood to the composition.
Identification of the image is realized through the inscription El Gran Turco in the
bottom right corner. In a wide range of contemporary sources Mehmed II was given this
epithet.148 The inscription qualifies the image as a portrait, raising the question of how much it
represents the sultan's actual physical characteristics. A comparison of El Gran Turco with two
portraits known to be made from life, the oil painting by Gentile Bellini and the portrait medal by
Constanzo, might be illustrative (figure 7a and 8).149
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A comparison of the engraving with the life portraits produces a mixed result.150 All three
representations depict the sitter with a large nose, but where the two life portraits clearly display
a hawk nose, the nose in the print is of a rather aquiline form. The thin long face in the print,
somewhat reflected in the oil, contrasts with the formidable head and neck in the medal. Both the
chiseled cheeks and heavy brow of the engraving, present in the medal, are missing in the
painting, whereas the latter has the heavy eyelids in common with the sheet. The firm mouth
with protruding upper lip is found in all three images. Lastly, the pointy chin in the effigies from
life is echoed in the curve of El Gran Turco's beard, but the flowing mass of hair in the print is
missing in both the medal and the oil. Disregarding the hair growth because of its inherent
fluctuating quality, we can conclude that the engraving's facial features can be found in either or
both portraits from life. Therefore it is a premise of this thesis that the facial characteristics of the
sultan as represented in the sheet of "The Grand Turk" are relatively true to life. The Master of
the Vienna Passion offered the beholder a likeness that was relatively close to its original. The
comparison shows that the artist exaggerated the facial traits to present established signifiers of
evil.
Both Arthur Hind and Alison Wright, in her 2005 monograph The Pollaiuolo Brothers:
The Arts of Florence and Rome, mention that the ornamental dress in the engraving resembles
contemporary Florentine goldsmith work.151 It is clear that Mehmed II's habitual dress had
nothing in common with the fantastic garments he was given by the artist. In Bellini's portrait,
commissioned by the sultan and done from a life drawing, the sitter wears a solid caftan adorned
150
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with a fur collar. Miniatures made at the Porte by Ottoman artists depict similar clothing (figure
38). One should rather trace the heavily patterned cloth and the extravagant hat to a Florentine
artistic style of which Andrea del Verrocchio (c.1435-1488) was one of the leading exponents.
The artist's many variants of painted and sculpted warrior heads are frequently decorated in the
popular all'antica ("after the Antique") style with a pastiche of mythological figures woven into
coiling acanthus leaves and ribbons. As seen in a copy of a lost relief by Verrocchio, presumably
a portrait of Alexander the Great, the excess of artifice was extended to fantasy helmets enriched
with a treasury of flower motifs, wings and other animated natural forms fitting the
contemporary horror vacui (figure 41).152 This popular prototype of the antique warrior hero
circulated widely in sculpted and painted media, as well as in print form. The anonymous
Florentine engraving Bust of a Warrior in Fantastic Armour illustrates the fashionable variations
on warriors festooned with a plethora of classical ornament and figures on their armor and
helmets (figure 42). Leonardo Da Vinci, a pupil of Verrocchio, interpreted the warrior typology
in one of his most highly finished drawings (figure 43). Alexander's helmet as reproduced from
Verrocchio's lost relief (figure 41), with a visor with an upward curl to the front, wings to the
back, and shell topped with an advancing dragon, is echoed in the headdress of El Gran Turco.
Crafting the portrait the Master of the Vienna Passion was informed by the warrior iconography
of his period. Nevertheless, in contrast to the negative stereotype of the cruel warrior that was
incorporated in the pictorial code of evil, the antique warrior typology, with all its mythological
references and excess of artifice, was based in a positive warrior type, the heroic Greek and
Roman rulers. Therefore, iconography of El Gran Turco defies a straightforward relation to the
pictorial code of evil.
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Wright elucidates the relationship of the El Gran Turco engraving with the work of
Antonio del Pollaiuolo, a connection already mentioned by Hind in 1938. She argues that the
"bat's-wing" motif and dragon crest of the hat are reminiscent of del Pollaiuolo's imagery of St.
Michael fighting the dragon, and that the pointed form of the hat recurs in a drawing of the
Adoration of the Magi by the artist. Another one of his drawings of the Magi presents a facial
type similar to El Gran Turco's. She concludes that the engraved plate, convincingly attributed to
the Master of the Vienna Passion, is crafted after a design of Antonio del Pollaiuolo, which in
turn was informed by the popular Florentine warrior imagery.153
Hats have traditionally been one of the main signifiers for the status, and racial and
geographic origin of social groups. Although headgear was used to identify positive role models,
such as the king with his crown, depictions of hats have more often meant to convey negative
messages about the persons wearing them. Christianity has a long tradition of classifying the
enemies of Christ with head coverings, such as the Old Testament scenes in which a hatted Cain
is slaying the hatless Abel (figure 44). Jews have traditionally been typified by a wide variety of
pointed hats (figure 45). The headdress in the Florentine engraving is not only a particularly
whimsical adaptation of the stereotypical Jewish headgear, but also drew from other motifs, such
as the antique warrior helmet and the head covering of the oriental potentate as originated in
John VIII Palaeologus' portrait medal. The sultan was depicted in a composite hat originating
from an amalgam of different artistic programs, some with positive and others with negative
connotations. The headdress symbolized widely diverse types, such as the jester in Scenes from
the Life of Young Tobias (figure 46). The artist of El Gran Turco interpreted a conventional
motif that was mainly, but not exclusively, used to depict negative stereotypes from both within
and outside early modern Europe.
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Scholars have offered various interpretations of the dragon that sits conspicuously atop
the sultan's hat. Dragon slaying counted as the most heroic deed in the Christian world. Saint
Michael fighting the dragon, a biblical reference to the fight between good and evil, had for
centuries been a popular image in Christian art.154 Both representing the power of evil and the
chivalric victory over evil, the dragon came to stand for the martial prowess or threat of the
sitter.155 Julian Raby supports this interpretation, calling the dragon in the Florentine engraving
the "peak of iniquity", a symbol of the sultan's hostility and the Ottoman menace.156 In a more
recent publication, Bellini and the East, Alan Chong reads it as a message of martial valor. He
argues that the engraving did not suggest any ridicule or condemnation of the subject. The
dragon was instead a Tuscan evocation of chivalric triumph over evil, symbolizing Mehmed II's
role as a warrior.157 Indeed, at the time of El Gran Turco's genesis dragons featured in many
allegorical depictions of chivalry and martial heroism. However, in this particular representation
the symbol of ultimate bravery is turned into a ferocious beast, threatening the viewer with its
venomous tongue and raised claws. A similar dragon is found in a Florentine engraving of Christ
Bearing the Cross, datable to the 1460s. On the helmet of an equestrian soldier, member of the
brutal Roman forces responsible for Christ's crucifixion, sits a fire-spitting dragon head (figure
47, dragon at the upper left). To the contemporary viewer the basilisk on the Grand Turk's hat
most likely carried distinctly negative connotations, serving as a clear identifier of evil. The
iconography of rejection is fractured, however, by the allusion to the heroic antique warrior
helmet, the noble physical features and the beautifully decorated costume.

154

Alison Wright makes a connection between contemporary St. Michael fighting the dragon imagery and the
dragon on El Gran Turco's hat. Wright, 129.
155
Rubin and Wright, 281.
156
Raby, "Opening Gambits," 64.
157
Campbell and Chong, 66.

66

The abundance of long flowing hair, on the head, cheeks and chin of El Gran Turco is
another indication of the subject's sinister character. Just like headgear hair has always been an
essential iconographic sign of morality and class notwithstanding its ambiguous connotations.158
If Christ and the Old Prophets were usually represented with long hair and a beard, the same is
true of malicious characters in religious scenes. In a Florentine engraving of Christ Crowned
with Thorns a Jewish figure of authority (figure 48, on the right, with round hat) is depicted with
a hairstyle similar to that of the Grand Turk.159 In an image of Christ before Caiaphas, probably
from the same hand, the Jewish high priest (figure 49, seated on the left) accused of initiating
Christ's demise not only has the same hairstyle but also wears a hat similar to the one in the
sultan's portrait. A suspicious figure with long hair flowing from under his hat is seen in the
Karlsruhe Crowning with Thorns (figure 24, seated on the left), and the cruel Pontius Pilate in a
German Ecce Homo (figure 28) is depicted with long locks similar to those of El Gran Turco,
illustrating that this particular motif for immorality enjoyed wide currency. However, as with
most other signifiers of good and evil, hair can only receive its full meaning when seen in the full
context of the image. As Ruth Mellinkoff has demonstrated, signifiers of (im)morality are
inherently ambiguous, their meaning depending upon the context. In El Gran Turco the separate
facial and sartorial elements coalesced into an evocation of nobility combined with connotations
of sin and evil. To the fifteenth-century viewer this ambiguous portrait would have presented a
foreign and exotic ruler who was not to be trusted.
The portent of evil is complicated by a reconstruction of the provenance of the
counterpart of the Berlin El Gran Turco, the colored engraving in Istanbul (figure 1b). As Alan
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Chong recounts, the watercolor print was apparently sent to Mehmed II, possibly with an Italian
merchant, along with fourteen other Italian engravings. Subsequently these were pasted into an
album, now in the Topkapi Palace, that also contains two portraits of the sultan from his atelier at
the Porte. One must wonder why an Italian donor would present the sultan with an fantasy image
of his likeness. Chong reasons that the donor must have counted on a positive response because
of the emperor's well-known partiality for European portraiture.160 Assuming that the original
black and white engraving was meant for a small group of European collectors, a reprint seems
to have been augmented with color in order to make it a satisfactory gift for Mehmed II. Both the
reworking of the original design161 and the added color transform the representation's overall
mood. The omission of the heavy shadowing of the face and hair in combination with the
pleasant colors that turn the dragon into a less threatening creature change the character of the
portrait from sinister to somewhat lyrical. The original image was skillfully stripped of its
nefarious quality while maintaining the highly refined excellence of European portraiture.
As illustrated above, the El Gran Turco engraving is a highly ambiguous image that
carries both positive and negative connotations. It incorporates some established signifiers of
evil, such as the hat, the hair and some facial features, only to temper them with allusions to
positive models. The image captures astutely Mehmed II's ambiguous reputation.

160

Campbell and Chong, 67.
Scholarship has not discussed the differences between the black and white and the colored engraving. Reworking
of the colored print is clearly visible on the cheeks and nose, where the hatching in the original image was
eliminated, plausibly to create a more neutral effect.
161

68

Albrecht Kunne's Woodcut Portrait of Mehmed II (figure 2)
Albrecht Kunne (c.1435-c.1520) was one of the earliest German printmakers. The
woodcut of Mehmed II that accompanied Epistolae Turci Magni, a collection of forged letters
supposedly written by the sultan, is accepted to be of his hand.162 The letter, composed by Italian
Humanist Laudivio Zacchia, and the accessory portrait were published in Trent, at the time
Austrian territory. Text and image combined into the kind of broadside that was a common
medium for anti-Turk propaganda.
The sultan is depicted in three-quarter pose to the right. The coarse image displays the
face of a brutal man, with threatening eyes under a heavy, frowning brow, an enormous hawk
nose, and an unhinged mouth with vulgarly protruding tongue, all adhering to the conventional
iconography of rejection. The bust format shows a patterned coat and wide-brimmed hat both
trimmed with colossal gems, a parody of the luxuriously decorated garments of European
princes. The soft headgear with bent tail-end, reminiscent of the conventional Jewish hat, is
decorated with a crown. A boorish ear appears underneath the headdress. Curly sideburns adorn
the fleshy cheek as an uncouth mustache and forked beard disgrace his face.
If the Florentine engraving exudes an air of corrupted nobility, the German woodcut
expresses a lowly, barbarian character in the pictorial tradition of the tormentors of Christ. The
difference in these images is attributable to divergent purposes and different target audiences.
While the El Gran Turco was likely crafted for an elite group of collectors, the Epistolae served
as a propaganda piece to support the Church in its battle against the Ottoman heretics. The new
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printing techniques impelled the effective combination of text and image, creating pamphlets and
broadsheets that formed successful mass media for religious and social commentary.163
One of the first to catalog the Kunne print was Wilhelm Ludwig Schreiber in his 1926
Handbuch der Holz- und Metallschnitte des XV. Jahrhunderts.164 After a brief description of the
formal qualities, he characterizes the image as a "Sehr interessantes, charakteristisches Bild, das
mit seinem Hintergrund und seinem Weißen Ornamenten auf Schwarzem Grund an die
Metallschnittetechnik erinnert.165 He states that it constituted the title page of a fake letter by
Mehmed II, printed in 1475 by Albrecht Kunne in Trent, in which the sultan boasts about his
numerous military successes in German verse. In 1935 Arthur Hind noted in An Introduction to a
History of Woodcut that Albrecht Kunne's portrait of Mehmed II was not an actual book
illustration but a single cut crafted to accompany the spurious letter. A segment of the text
features on the reverse of the sheet. Hind suggests that the design of the portrait originated in an
Italian source, by which he probably meant the oil painting by Gentile Bellini.166
The Kunne print is included in a 1970 catalog from the Staatliche Graphische Sammlung
in Munich, Die Fruhzeit des Holzschnitts.167 The catalog's description confirms Schreiber's and
Hind's observations about the printmaker, the added text and its author, and the portrait's
plausible modeling after a Northern Italian prototype.168 The technical description states that the
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representation is created with black printer's ink, and is colored in light steel blue, yellow, brown,
and vermilion. The catalog confirms that the broadsheet was part of the anti-Turk propaganda.169
In the woodcut effigy the artist has brought together the most damning contemporary
signifiers of evil to create the image of a madman. As demonstrated in Hannele Klemettilä's
monograph Epitomes of Evil: Representation of Executioners in Northern France and the Low
Countries in the late Middle Ages, hangmen and executioners were commonly portrayed with
large, open, and distorted mouths.170 A case in point is a painting of the Flagellation of Christ in
which the bearded torturer at left bears distorted features similar to those in the Kunne portrait
(figure 20). A tongue sticking out was an established medieval gesture of mockery with vulgar
sexual overtones (see also figure 28).171 Neglected and unkempt hair formed another powerful
marker of the marginalized in society, indicating a lack of rationality and morality. Frizzy or
very curly hair had special connotations of heresy and paganism.172
The sign function of the beard is particularly open to ambiguity since both the holy and
pious as well as the ungodly and profane were depicted with beards of all kinds.
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elucidates that along with context, the color and form of the beard were indications of a figure's
moral standing. The evil person's beard was often black or red, and curly, pointed or forked,
while the beards of saintly figures were depicted in lighter colors and soft, billowing shapes.173
Hans Pleydenwurff's Crucifixion illustrates the subtle differences (figure 45). The crucified
Christ is the epitome of noble suffering, underscored by his neatly trimmed beard. His
antagonists on the right wear unrestrained full beards of which some are forked like Mehmed's in
169
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the Munich woodcut, an additional sign of dubious character. As Mark Zucker elucidates in his
essay "Raphael and the Beard of Pope Julius II," during the late medieval period beards were
deemed unfashionable, and signified sins and vices. The shaving of the beard was regarded as a
Christian act of purification and humility, to wash away lowly thoughts and behaviors.174
Kunne's portrait of Mehmed stands out for its ornately patterned background. The
printmaker copied a conventionalized setting from contemporary graphic representations to
emphasize the theme of excessive oriental luxury also expressed with the extravagant jewelry on
the sultan's costume. A similar repetitive background is seen in two prints from the Upper Rhine
Region, a Crucifixion (figure 50) and a Saint Barbara (figure 51). These stylized, patterned
background motifs might originate in altar panels in which the Madonna and Child sit on a
throne against a richly patterned cloth (figure 52). Albrecht Kunne employed an established
pictorial convention to reinforce his message of wasteful extravagance.
Only the hat, coat, side whiskers, and tongue of the figure in the Kunne print are
illuminated. As was common in early woodcuts, color seems to be applied inattentively but it
would be a mistake to regard it as careless. The artist appears to have exploited color in a most
efficient way, highlighting certain elements of the portrait to enhance its intended message.
Through their illumination the kinky whiskers and lolling tongue receive maximum significance,
as do the crown and gaudy stones on the hat and coat. This is supported by David Areford's
observation that in early woodcuts hand-coloring often served as a necessary iconographic,
compositional, or symbolic component.175 The selective application of color in the Munich
woodcut did not serve merely aesthetic means, but was instrumental in conveying its dark
cautionary tale most effectively.
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It seems remarkable that in this heavy-handed portrait the sultan is not deprecated with
the yellow or dark complexion which is so often part of the pictorial code of evil. In both El
Gran Turco and the Augsburg woodcut heavy shadowing in the face helps to identify the figure
as an oriental. In the Kunne and Schedel representations the facial signifiers of evil include deep
wrinkles and skin creases, but signs of Asian origin are omitted. As Bronwen Wilson has argued
in The World in Venice: Print, the City and Early Modern Identity the face was not yet an
identifier of racial or ethnic difference. Turks were recognizable by their turban and beard, but
identification was realized first and foremost by inscription. Sartorial details and performative
aspects supported the racial status of the subject. It was not until the end of the sixteenth century
that the face became the main carrier of ethnic or racial signs.176 In Kunne's portrait the racial
cues were located in headdress and costume.
All elements of the portrait by Kunne work together to convey the image of a madman.
As Sander Gilman illustrates, otherness was often perceived through the lens of pathology.
Medieval belief held that sin manifested itself in the form of deformity and disease, justifying
rejection of other religions, races or ethnicities. In a reversal of logic, racial difference was
equated with madness. Pathology has always been tied to racial stereotypes as a consequence of
xenophobia. The myth of mental illness calls forth the dangerous quality of the other, securing
the identity of "our" group by contrast as "normal" and "good".177
One wonders if this bizarre portrait of a barbarian has any physical truth to it. Illustrations
for broadsheets built on familiar, conventionalized mental images. The question is to what extent
the internalized western image of the sultan was based in his real appearance. Relying on the two
most authentic likenesses of Mehmed II, the medal by Constanzo and the oil by Bellini, there are
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several similarities to discern. Kunne's representation exaggerates the hawk nose and heavy brow
most pronounced in the portrait medallion, as well as the heavy eyelids seen best in Bellini's
effigy. The long sideburns and beard prominent in the Munich woodcut could be interpreted as
an exaggerated version of the facial hair in Bellini's painting. As Arthur Hind already remarked
in 1938, the Kunne portrait "is not unlike the Gentile Bellini picture in features."178 Given the
unusual format of the three-quarter view, it is plausible that the London oil, or an image that was
modeled after it, served as a model for the German woodcut. Albrecht Kunne must have been
informed about the most salient physical characteristics of the sultan, twisting these basic
features to coincide with established signs in the pictorial code of evil. The fifteenth-century
discourse on the Ottoman Turks suggests that for the contemporary viewer association with the
tormentors of Christ or with the Antichrist must have been obvious.

The Augsburg Woodcut: Der Türgisch Kayser (figure 3)
Little is known about the production or reception of the Augsburg woodcut datable to ca.
1480-90. An anonymous artist from this Bavarian city, one of the major early centers of
woodcutting, crafted an effigy inscribed "der türgisch kayser". A profile bust portrait facing left
shows a vicious-looking male dressed in a red coat with red gems on a yellow collar. A
conventionalized hat, a variant on the established type for the Oriental sovereign, consists of a
red soft top with fancy curl set in two yellow upwards turned visors, one in the front and one in
the back (compare to figure 46). The headdress is adorned with large red and green precious
stones endowing it with a kinglike aura. Black, heavy eyebrows are set above angry, glaring
eyes, a large straight nose with down turned tip, pronounced pressed lips and a pointy chin.
Although the nose lacks the curve or hook seen in the above portraits, it does adhere to the
178
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pictorial code of evil through its disproportionate size, the spread nostrils, and the downward tip.
The figure has a shock of curly hair, from which droops a formless ear, and dark facial hair that
appears to overgrow the cheeks and chin. Dark shadows across the face enhance the menacing
quality of eyes, mouth and cheeks. The facial characteristics give the impression of an enraged,
malevolent individual. The effigy is framed with a reddish border, reminiscent of late-medieval
state portraiture (see figure 17), with the title of the subject at the top.
Although the name of the "kayser" is omitted, it presumably refers to Mehmed II since
the woodcut was crafted in the decade following his death, at the height of European fascination
with this mythical figure.179 This much was already suggested by W.L. Schreiber in his 1926
handbook, where the beard was the identifying factor for the author.180 The identification of
Mehmed II is further supported by the depiction of recognizable characteristics such as the
heavy brow, abundant facial hair and pointy chin, and the large, drooping nose. However, these
signifiers are not sufficient to identify the sultan. Apart from the headdress sartorial indications
that it concerned an oriental sovereign are also absent. The exotic patterning of coat and hat seen
in the former two portraits is notably missing. The image rather follows the generic iconographic
conventions for the European ruler. Apparently, the round topped hat with large brim or visors
had become such a strong signifier for Mehmed II that in combination with the inscription
further visual conventions were deemed unnecessary.
The facial features appear largely removed from the two portraits from life. The
Augsburg print adheres neither to the long, thin face of the oil by Bellini, nor to the energetic
bull-shaped head of the medal by Constanzo. In addition, the nose lacks a clear hawk form, while
179
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in the East. Therefore he received little press in Europe.
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nach einem italianischen Vorbild, anscheinend soll Mohammed II. (1451-1481) wie die Bartracht vermuten läßt,
dargestellt sein."
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the eyes and the brow of the print also do not reflect the sultan's features as seen in the two
representations from life. The woodcut seems to present a generic image that was meant to
invoke the unfavorable personality of the sultan without referring to his physical appearance.
One of the many unknowns of this representation is whether it was produced as a single
sheet or in combination with text. Jürg Meyer zur Capellen suggests that the portrait of the
"Türgisch Kayser" illustrated one of the early German broadsheets published to spread anti-Turk
defamation.181 However, the inscription on the portrait might suggest that there was no
accompanying text to identify the subject, unless the inscription was no necessity but included
after an established prototype of the state portrait with title, as in the effigy of Duke Rudolph IV
of Austria (figure 17).
The size of the sheet could be another indication, since single sheets were often larger
than prints that served as pamphlet or book illustration. Following that rationale, the Augsburg
woodcut might have been produced as a single sheet because its dimensions exceed those of the
other three prints under study, as well as those of most other prints from the era.182 However, this
assumption is refuted by a comparison with a woodcut of similar size, produced a decade earlier
in the same region. The National Gallery of Art catalog of woodcuts and metalcuts mentions that
the Augsburg woodcut Christ as Salvador Mundi illustrated the title page of a Plenarium (New
Testament) (figure 53).183 Lacking sufficient evidence, all that can be surmised is what the image
conveys: a generic representation of European kingship that with the effective use of the pictorial
code of evil turned into the menacing effigy of a dangerous Turkish despot.
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Portrait of Mehmed II in Hartmann Schedel's Nuremberg Chronicle (figure 4)
Hartmann Schedel's portrait of Mehmed II was conceived as an illustration to the famous
Nuremberg Chronicle of 1493.184 The work was originally published in Latin, followed by a
German edition in the same year. Scholarship has estimated that at least 1400 Latin and 700
German copies found their way to European markets. Approximately 400 Latin and 300 German
examples are known to have survived. With the chronicle Hartmann Schedel had undertaken the
groundbreaking task to produce a world history of Western, Christian civilization, beginning
with Adam and Eve. It provides a historical overview of people and places, interwoven with
battles, natural disasters, and other high and low points that to the fifteenth-century mind
constituted western history. That the book was a huge success can be concluded from the large
number of editions and reprints. In an age of quickly expanding geographical connections it
provided the European reader with a framework for the budding western identity.
After completing humanistic and medical studies in Padua Hartmann Schedel (14401514) returned to the city of his birth, Nuremberg, to devote the rest of his life to producing and
collecting manuscripts and printed books. The Nuremberg Chronicle is his magnum opus, one of
the first books to successfully integrate illustrations and text on a large scale. Such a
comprehensive project required a team of experts, marking the creation of the Chronicle a true
collaborative work. The undertaking was guided by the patronage of two wealthy Nuremberg
businessmen, Sebastian Kammermeister (1446-1503) and Sebald Schreyer (1446-1520). Author
Hartmann Schedel was responsible for the text and the composition of the book. The large
workshop of Michael Wolgemut (1434-1519) and his stepson Wilhelm Pleydenwurff (c.1450184

Like many early printed books, the Nuremberg Chronicle lacks a title page. In the English language the book
received its title from the name of the city where it was published. Scholars usually refer to the Latin title Liber
Chronicarum (Book of Chronicles) after a phrase that occurs in the introduction to the work. In recent years
Germans have renamed it Die Schedelsche Weltchronik, after the author. In this thesis the work will be called by its
English name, Nuremberg Chronicle.
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1494), employing draughtsmen and woodcutters, provided the unprecedented 1,804 images that
illustrate the book. In order to save money and time, the artists designed a total of 652 woodcuts,
with many doing double or triple duty.185 It appears that the choice of design for a particular
individual happened quite randomly. In many cases one woodcut is used to portray figures from
widely diverse geographical, historical and ideological backgrounds.186
A comparison of different publications reveals that the choice of woodcut to represent a
particular figure could vary from one edition to another. It is instructive that the woodcut used to
represent Mehmed II in the three different editions of the Nuremberg Chronicle consulted for
this thesis (see figures 4a, 4b, 4c) was not reused to portray any of the other figures in the three
books.187 Apparently, the founder of the Turkish empire was so unlike any other historical figure
that the portrayal could not be shared with anybody else. However, some scholarly studies
dispute the fact that the woodcut was reserved for the sultan, stating that it was used
indiscriminately for a range of other figures. Julian Raby notes that the striking image portraying
the sultan appears five more times in the Chronicle.188 Nevertheless, the fact that in certain
editions the woodcut of Mehmed II was not replicated might indicate that the sultan was
perceived as being beyond comparison with any other group or individual of western history.
The Chronicle's content is divided into the seven ages of Christian world history,
beginning with God's creation of Adam and Eve and finishing with the End of the World and the
185
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Last Judgment. Mehmed II's short biography and portrait appear in the section of the Sixth Age,
recording the history from the birth of Christ to the year 1493. In the third paragraph of folio
CCLVIv, towards the end of the Sixth Age section, Mehmed's life and military successes are
discussed in brief, accompanied by a miniature portrait on the right side of the text.
The portrait of Mehmed II stands out for its strict profile pose, whereas most of the other
designs in the Chronicle portray the figure in frontal or three-quarter position.189 A clear
connection with Pisanello's portrait medal of John VIII Palaeologus explains the choice of
composition (figure 5). However, comparison of the original and its replica reveals meaningful
differences. The right-facing profile in the medal is reversed to left-facing in the woodcut,
probably a function of the printmaking techniques, in which the copied image is usually printed
in reverse. Although it is unclear if the left-facing depiction of Mehmed II was a deliberate one,
the choice of a left- or right-facing portrait could carry particular meaning in medieval
iconography. In the Battles of Roland and other chivalric imagery that visually juxtaposed the
good and the bad fighters Christian enemies were usually positioned facing left, thus showing the
left part of the face, since the holy and rightful were identified by showing the right side of their
faces (figure 22).190 In the Nuremberg Chronicle adherence to this convention is inconsistent. Of
the seven profile portraits in the book only that of the sultan is left-facing. The other six, rightfacing, profiles were alternatively used for both good and bad personages. A possible
explanation for Mehmed II's left-facing profile might be his Eastern origin as opposed to the
Western descent of the right-facing figures.
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Strickland, 180. She argues "...that Roland is literally on the "side of the right" is suggested by his right profile
position and that of his knights." It should be noted that directionality is context-dependent.
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Apart from the reversal of the profile, the facial features of the sultan deviate in subtle
ways from those of the prototype of the Byzantine emperor. The nose received a more
pronounced hook, the slit eyes were encircled with craggy skin folds, the triple coils of hair have
grown less contained and flow over his shoulder while his pointy beard has been extended with a
devilish curl at the tip. The headdress, a replica of John VIII's in form and patterning, is adorned
with a crown and a shorter top. The coat with open collar from which buttons hang is copied, but
the bust format of the medal is extended to half-length format (the standard format in the
Nuremberg Chronicle) which allows for the display of the royal attributes, the orb and scepter.
These signs of kingship appear in most of the Chronicle's portraits of Christian kings. Mehmed
II's differs in one meaningful detail, in that the cross on the orb is replaced by a fantasy
ornament. The iconographic convention of the globus cruciger (orb with cross) symbolized the
union of church and state, endorsing Christianity's role as the central tenet of political power.
The meaning of the fantasy ornament can just be surmised. Clearly, it would have been
inappropriate for a non-Christian to hold the holy cross. The hypothesis that the artist might have
intentionally manipulated familiar pictorial language, turning the hallowed ornament into
a signifier for an "enemy of the faith", is in need of further documentation.
Identification of the subject was established through an inscription above the
illumination, Mahumeth turchorum imperator in the Latin publication, Machomet der Türken
kayser in the German version. Word and image usually work in tandem in illustrated books, the
image serving as an illustration of the text, but in a large project like the Nuremberg Chronicle
the connection between the two is not always seamless. The large undertaking probably dictated
that text and image were developed separately. On folio CCLVIv Mehmed II's portrait flanks the
historical account of his rise to the world stage, his military might and prowess, and the string of
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Western territories that he brought under his control. Contrary to the negative cues in the effigy,
the written account is a rather neutral summary of his accomplishments. It was the Greeks'
"infirmity and "avarice" that were to blame for the Grand Turk's conquest of Constantinople.191
After an impartial account of some early military successes the tone becomes more denunciatory
when the sultan is said to have "devastated the very ancient cities of Sinope and Trebizond,
carrying off their inhabitants, as well as their emperor, as prisoners, and ravaging the island of
Euboea and its city of Chalcis."192 The short biographical description of Mehmed's life and work
is void of further denunciations that are rampant in many other contemporary sources. In the next
paragraph it is his son and successor Bayezid II, whose likeness is not displayed, who is
excoriated for his supposed "carnality" and "drunkenness", allegations that were usually directed
at his father.193 In this case the visual representation employs a wider range of signifiers of evil
than its textual counterpart.
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Analyzing the sources, Schedel's portrait that was presumably uniquely intended to
represent Mehmed II, is a manipulated version of the John VIII Palaeologus prototype combined
with subverted visual signs of kingship. As in El Gran Turco and in the Kunne woodcut there is
some agreement with the physical appearance of the sultan, such as the large nose and the
protruding bearded chin, but in this case the correspondence might be without real significance.
Just like the Augsburg portrait, the miniature of the sultan should rather be qualified as a generic
likeness. Understandably, with such an extensive range of miniatures to be produced, the artists
paid little attention to individual facial detail. In both the Augsburg and Schedel prints the
singular headdress is the main visual clue to provide identification of the sultan. However,
whereas the Augsburg representation manipulates the standardized format of Italianate royal
portraiture, the Schedel woodcut has reworked the established model for foreign sovereignty.
Many copies of Schedel's Chronicle were hand-colored right at or shortly after
publication, while a few were painted at a much later date. Several studies have demonstrated the
possible iconographic and symbolic value of colors, but consultation of the coloring of fifteenthcentury imagery does not lead to unequivocal results. Hand-coloring results in variety, and a
choice of color frequently lacked symbolic meaning. Discussing color in medieval imagery of
the rejected Ruth Mellinkoff notes that all colors carried multiple, often conflicting associations,
and potential symbolic value of a color depended upon context.194 Areford recognizes the
ambiguity of color interpretation, but maintains that color is a descriptive element that, when
interpreted within its context, can clarify and transform certain intended meanings.195
Comparing the colors of the illustrations in the Taschen facsimile and the original
manuscript at Beloit university shows that there is no uniformity across different copies (figure
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4b and 4c). Not surprisingly, in both versions the sultan's hair, sideburns and beard are colored
black. The Taschen version dresses the subject in red, green and yellow, while the Beloit edition
employs red, black and yellow. As Mellinkoff explains, yellow was associated with the sun and
gold, symbolizing divinity and nobility, but in a different context it could carry the negative
connotations of bodily fluids. This is how yellow came to stand for Jewishness, coloring hats,
badges and clothes.196 Likewise, red was the color of blood and Christ's suffering, but in a
different context could also reflect life and vitality. The red and green coat in the Taschen
portrait defies symbolic meaning as it is shared by many other figures in the book, for instance
the great emperor Charlemagne (ca. 742-814), who brought large parts of Western Europe into
Christendom. The black coat in the Wisconsin chronicle might be explained as an expression of
the sultan's negative reputation. However, in the same book the virtuous Christian King Rupert
of Germany (r.1400-1410) is also clad in black, as are many other royal figures (figure 54).197 It
is clear that the coloring of the costumes in these images eludes coherent interpretation. Only the
color of face and hair, the dark complexion of the sultan, as well as the black untidy coils and the
diabolic curl sticking out from his beard, can be read as ominous signs. These features clearly set
the Ottoman emperor apart from the rest of the figures in the Chronicle. As is the case with the
portraits discussed above, the moral quality of the figure appears to be mainly communicated
with the facial features, whereas costume, attributes and color serve to support iconographic
meaning.
The four early portrait prints of Mehmed II, the El Gran Turco engraving and the Kunne,
Augsburg, and Schedel woodcut, were produced in a time span of less than three decades, in
major centers of printing all in relative proximity to each other. Relative closeness in time and
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place notwithstanding, the images do not seem to have a lot in common. They share the iconic
hat and some facial characteristics such as the beard, but informed by diverging prototypes they
differ in form and execution. However, the discussion of the four images does demonstrate that
the prints do have one dominant iconographic factor in common. The artists of the images all
employed, in varying ways and degrees, the same conventional visual language that expressed
evil character.

Sixteenth-Century Portraits of Mehmed II
According to the Turks he was not only superior to other Turks but also to Alexander the Great, with the same faults
and virtues. In fact, for the glory of his exploits and greatness of his courage he has no doubt surpassed not only his
parents but everyone who became king of the world in that century and the sixty successive years.... However, it is
the consensus that Mehmet, who made his judgments without faith, [in our opinion] is treacherous and [of]
inhumane cruelty... 198
Paolo Giovio, 1575

The portrait prints discussed illustrate that early modern imagery of the other was not
based in reality but instead built on a traditional visual language that through endless repetition
generated and perpetuated negative stereotypes. These stereotypes have proven to be surprisingly
enduring, far outlasting their function or purpose. A brief look into the sixteenth century, the
century following Mehmed II's death, confirms that the pictorial code of evil continued to
determine representations of alterity. This was the era of the proliferation of secular images,
mainly in the form of maps, portraits, and costumes.199 Many printers produced books of the
uomini illustri that gained popularity throughout Europe.
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One of the leading figures in the vogue for biographical series was the Italian bishop and
historian Paolo Giovio (1483-1552) who spent a lifetime collecting "authentic" portraits of the
great men of history. He created a museo of some 400 effigies of illustrious men and some
women in his villa at Como, each one accompanied by a short description of the subject's
achievements and character.200 Giovio held a life-long fascination with the Ottoman sultans,
expressed in several treatises on Ottoman history and the inclusion of the Ottoman dynasty in his
portrait gallery.201 During his life-time the war power of the Turks was a constant peril that led to
several wars with European forces.202 Giovio's attitude towards the Ottoman people was
ambivalent: he warned against the threat they posed to western civilization and Christianity but
at the same time maintained a good relationship with sultan Süleyman I (r.1520-1566) and some
of his courtiers.203
Paolo Giovio's museum included the sala de'Turchi, a room with Ottoman artifacts and
large painted portraits of the sultans created on his commission in the 1540s. The museum and its
content were damaged heavily during a flood some years after his death, and consequently most
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of the paintings were lost. Fortunately, a nearly complete visual record of the paintings was
created at the order of grand-duke Cosimo de'Medici of Tuscany (1519-1574) by Cristofano
dell'Altissimo (1525-1605) right after the biographer's death.204 The artist copied 280 portraits
that ever since have been in the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence, Mehmed II's portrait among
them (figure 9).205 In the following decades Giovio's portraits gained great fame through at least
half a dozen copies, both in paintings and in woodcuts.
Although the original Giovio portrait of Mehmed II was lost, the copy by Cristofano
dell'Altissimo shows what the painting must have looked like. The bust with profile to the left
shows a figure with dark features wearing a fur vest over a light-colored shirt with overlapping
bands. A massive turban rests on a double folded ear. The facial features are reminiscent of the
fifteenth-century portraits from life: the arched eyebrow above a wide open eye, the long, thin,
hawk nose with spread nostrils, and the drooping moustache above the tight mouth all recall
Constanzo's portrait medal. More similarities are seen in the high cheekbone, sharp jaw, and the
trademark folded ear. Even the folds in the turban and the position of the felt cap echo the
Constanzo model. Giovio is known to have owned a painting of Mehmed II by Bellini and a
medal showing the sultan on a horse, presumable Constanzo's (figure 8).206 The fur vest over the
wrapped caftan may well have been inspired by Bellini's oil. It is clear however, that the artist of
the Como portrait was mainly informed by the characteristics of the portrait medal.
A close comparison of prototype (Constanzo's medal) and copy (dell'Altissimo's painting)
shows a significant change in overall mood. The medal is widely praised for its powerful and
energetic charge. Julian Raby asserts that the immense neck conveys "an image of determination
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and strength". He continues that the nose and chin, as well as the area around the eyes, are
sharply delineated in contrast to the bulk of shoulders and neck "to give Mehmed an air of
acuteness and scrutiny."207 The medallion is a depiction of a powerful, spirited, and tenacious
monarch. We may assume that the portrait exudes such a positive air due to the fact that it was
created under strict control of the sitter. Mehmed himself had likely dictated the message he
wanted to convey to the European continent.
Assuming that dell'Altissimo copied truthfully from Mehmed II's portrait in the museo,
the artist of the Giovio painting had with a few subtle changes created a different, more damning
image. Lacking the massive neck and high shoulders, the viewer's attention is guided towards the
face that emerges against the black background. On the wide open eye, suggestive of a predator,
sits a heavy lid that together with the surrounding creases evokes a sly, cunning character. The
hawk nose in the form of a bright beak stands out sharply against the dark backdrop. In
combination with the heavy, droopy moustache around the grim lips, and the meaty, forceful
chin it creates the image of a vicious personality. The enormous turban that is pushed from the
dark adds to the overall mood of unscrupulous treachery. With a subtle reworking of the facial
features and effective use of chiaroscuro the same image creates a very different, considerably
more negative atmosphere.208 The painter of Giovio's portrait of Mehmed II had employed the
traditional visual signs of evil, heightening the effect with the use of new compositional
techniques. The image illustrates that the pictorial code of evil continued to define new imagery
of past and current enemies of Christianity.
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Raby, "Opening Gambits," 89.
In the biographical text of Giovio's Elogia Mehmed is described as a brilliant warrior, yet treacherous and of
inhumane cruelty. The text states that he was superior to all, even to Alexander the Great, and that the glory of his
exploits and the greatness of his courage had not been surpassed in the last one and a half centuries. Tales of
destruction, murder and burning down the conquered territories dominate the biography, but his love for literature
and the arts are mentioned as well. See Giovio, 661-663.
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A century after the El Gran Turco sheet was presented to the sultan another iconic
portrait found its way to Istanbul. In 1578 an unusual request from the Grand Vizier of sultan
Murad III (1546-1595) was sent to the Venetian bailo Niccolò Barbarigo (1534-1579). The
Grand Vizier, probably aware of Giovio's portraits of the sultans, wished to receive copies of the
paintings since the atelier at the Porte was working on a dynastic biography of the Ottoman
house. Portraiture had never been a mainstay in Ottoman art, and therefore no good likenesses of
Murad III's predecessors were at hand. The workshop of Paolo Veronese (1528-1588) was likely
commissioned to undertake the considerable task of producing fourteen large-size portraits,
which were sent to Istanbul in 1579.209
Mehmed II's portrayal, the ninth in the Veronese series, stands out amidst those of his
clansmen for its particularly inflammatory character (figure 10a).210 A follower of Paolo
Veronese, a supreme colorist in the tradition of the Cinquecento Venetian loose brush technique,
produced a sinister likeness with grotesque physical characteristics. In three-quarter view against
a dark background, the face is caricatured by insidiously slanted eyes and an outsized hawk nose
with a tip that almost touches a saucer-like lower lip. A dark moustache and beard adorning his
face, his neck marred by wrinkles, and a huge turban hovering on his head, the sultan is
portrayed as a monstrous creature. The inscription, MAVMETO SEC° VIIII, as well as the
impressive turban with expensive jewelry, identify the figure as a person of great wealth and
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Attribution is realized on the basis of the compositions with their strong diagonal view, which suggest Veronese's
hand or that of a close follower. At the time of production Paolo Veronese painted in commission of the Venetian
Senate, so he was already in the service of the Senate when the doge needed a prominent artist to fulfill the request
of the world power. The portrait series was copied at least half a dozen times (see figure 10b). The original series,
although incomplete, is still at the Topkapi Sarayi Müzesi. The only complete series is at the Bayerische
Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Alte Pinakothek, in Munich. For Mehmed II's portrait from the Munich series see figure
10b. Raby, "From Europe to Istanbul," 153, 156, 159.
210
In the catalog The Sultan's Portrait by Ayş O bay a 14 p ai f m
V n
S i , n w in Munic , a
included. Observation of the portrait series suggests that Mehmed II's effigy is by far the most damning in its
iconographic implications. Orbay, cat 40.1-40.14.
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power. However, the facial characteristics represent Mehmed as a lowly dog, the epithet that had
haunted Jews and Muslims alike for centuries.
Both the Giovio and the Veronese portrait of Mehmed II are illustrative examples of the
continuing force of the pictorial program of evil in the sixteenth century. Artists employed the
same set of motifs as their brethren in the preceding era, in the form of hats, beards, and a range
of distorted facial features, to reinforce negative stereotypes that had their roots in imagery of
rejection from Antiquity and early Christianity.
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Conclusion

In the medieval period, as a result of a rising threat of non-Christian people from the East
and the ensuing xenophobia incited by the Church, an artistic program developed to depict the
enemies of Christ. This pictorial language effectively used images and motifs from traditional
folk culture to create a juxtaposition of "us" versus "them". Growing antipathy against Jews,
Muslims, and other non-Christians turned these familiar visual cues of otherness into a vicious
pictorial code of evil in the late medieval era. The result was a set of negative stereotypes of the
corrupted other embedded in an established iconography of rejection. The core elements of this
network of negative signifiers consisted of facial and sartorial identifiers of iniquity.
The four portrait prints under consideration all adhere, in divergent ways and to different
degrees, to the conventionalized type for the foreign despot. This model found its immediate
genesis in the celebrated Pisanello portrait medal of the Byzantine emperor. If Pisanello
intentionally incorporated established negative visual cues to give expression to a public enemy,
which is argued by Roberto Weiss and Raymond Waddington but omitted by other scholars,
these were amplified with caricatural exaggerations to depict the accursed sultan. Of the four
prints, the Florentine engraving and the Schedel woodcut stay closest to the medallion. The
Kunne and Augsburg prints, although based in the same prototype, are further distanced from the
model since other paradigms of sovereignty played a larger role in these images.
Although all four effigies depict some of the sultan's known facial traits, any
intentionality remains difficult to assess. Rather than arguing that the artists meant to convey real
likeness it is suggested here that they followed the model that was established by the Pisanello
prototype. It seems a curious twist of history that the life portraits from John VIII Palaeologus
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and Mehmed II, distanced in time and place, feature some crucial similarities, such as the
prominent nose and the pointy bearded chin.
Considering the group of portraits under study the headdress proves to be the single most
important identifier invoking the mental concept of "sultan." Although the hats evidently differ,
they all adhere to the class of head coverings used to depict an Eastern monarch. The curled or
twisted tops featured in the first three portraits are a clear reference to the headgear traditionally
associated with the Jewish type. All four headdresses are interpretations of the "hat of evil".
Likewise, the aquiline or hawk nose, pointy beard, and dark complexion adhere to the visual
program for the cursed and the corrupted. Consisting of a network of signs, this pictorial code
was employed in unlimited ways to portray different social groups and communicate divergent
messages.
In each of the images under study the artist adapted the signifiers of evil and sin to the
intended message. In all four established visual signs were manipulated to highlight certain
aspects of Mehmed II's character and reputation, conveying specific meaning. The Master of the
Vienna Passion merged the model of the Byzantine emperor with exotic and martial allusions
based in Florentine warrior imagery. The beautifully detailed, orientalized costume in
combination with the extravagant hat imbues the image with a pervading sense of nobility that is
missing in the other three. For the contemporary viewer the relation to the popular heroic warrior
theme must have been evident, emphasizing Mehmed's role as a formidable military adversary.
In the woodcut that illustrated the forged letter the portrayal of the sultan is closest to the
contemporary verbal and written vituperations depicting him as a brutal and lascivious monster
who had debased Christendom's most sacred institutions. The vulgar, distorted facial features in
combination with the ostentatious bejeweled costume formed the defining elements of the
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picture. The protruding tongue implied a licentious character. Building on familiar imagery of
criminals and bestial creatures, Albrecht Kunne produced a most damning image of Mehmed the
cruel barbarian, leader of an inhumane people.
The anonymous artist of the Augsburg woodcut employed the pictorial code of evil to
create an atmosphere of threat and danger. The core of this portrait was located in the harsh
facial characteristics, realized with short, heavy lines and dark shadows. The sinister eyebrow,
perched above the eye as a thundering cloud, and the excessive facial hair that overgrows his jaw
and cheek formed the most telling signs of the menacing personality of this Turkish kayser. The
image exudes an air of impenetrable rage, defining the sultan as a lethal force.
The last image under consideration, the miniature in the Nuremberg Chronicle, proclaims
its essential meaning through two distinctive elements. The first one is the beard, an important
signifier of evil in all four portraits. El Gran Turco's long and pointy, Albrecht Kunne's unkempt
and forked, and the kayser's bushy and cropped, they all express immorality. The beard in
Schedel's portrait is stylistically close to the one in the Pisanello prototype. However, a sinister
curl extends from the point, adding a satanic touch to the stark facial traits. The eye of the viewer
jumps from the devilish beard to the corrupted globus cruciger with its false ornament, the
second defining feature. The combination of the two signs, portrayed in close proximity to each
other, sent an apocalyptic message of Mehmed II as the accomplice of Satan and Antichrist,
bound to destroy Christianity.
This powerful language of evil continued to play an important role in the portrait series of
the sixteenth century. The vitae and effigies of history's best and brightest provided an extensive
group of enthusiastic collectors with positive role models. Their virtuous and heroic behavior
beamed even brighter against the dark and sinful portrayals of eastern pagans like the Ottoman
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sultans. Included in a range of portrait series Mehmed II's effigy continued to be popular in the
sixteenth century. Over time his three-dimensional reputation as invincible warrior, cruel
barbarian, and enlightened scholar flattened into a simple image of the inhumane oriental brute.
Artists effectively adapted time-honored visual motifs and signifiers of negative stereotypes from
fifteenth-century imagery to imbue images of the mythical sultan with unambiguous signs of
cruelty and barbarity.
To conclude, the analysis of the four portrait prints under consideration has sought to
demonstrate that medieval iconographic language, the pictorial code of evil, played an essential
role in the production of these representations. Insight into the contemporary discourse on the
Ottoman Turks indicates that the three woodcuts functioned as propaganda for the anti-Turk
campaign, whereas the engraving's purpose might have lain primarily in satisfying the curiosity
of the Florentine nobility. The ambiguity of negative visual cues is underscored by the fact that
with a few alterations and some coloring the starker message of the original black and white El
Gran Turco engraving was transformed into a more neutral expression of oriental sovereignty.
The interdependent network of signifiers connoting bad character was malleable and inherently
open to conflicting explanations, only generating meaning when placed in the framework of the
whole picture. This visual language continued to inform the posthumous portraits of Mehmed II
in the sixteenth century, only to create even more damning representations.
Although these prints were perceived as portraits of Mehmed II by their contemporary
audiences, it is argued here that the images were informed by negative mental concepts of
oriental kingship rather than by the sultan's physical characteristics. Even if the artists had access
to the Conqueror's true likeness, as some of them did, they put reality in the service of
perpetuating a myth that pushed in all but one a propagandistic agenda. A century later the
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eminent biographer Paolo Giovio, whose proverbial quest for truthfulness led him to great efforts
to verify the physical appearance of the uomini illustri, ignored the image of strength and
righteous determination that he found in Constanzo's portrait medal. Instead, he chose to start his
description of the sultan's vita with the following damning words: " Mehmed looked atrocious,
like a true Tartar, with sunken eyes and the evil yellowish pallor of a face with a nose so curved
it touched the lips."211 These colorful words underscore the pervasive power of negative visual
stereotyping that put its mark on the early modern portraits of sultan Mehmed II.
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Giovio, 661. The original text: "Mehmet ebbe questo sguadro atroce, da vero Tartaro, con gli occhi incavati e il
maligno pallore di un volto giallastro, con un naso cosí incurvato da toccare le labbra."
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